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Abstract
McClure, Brian. PhD. The University of Memphis. August 2013. Educating the
Atlantic: Foreign Students, Global Exchange, and Tuskegee Institute, 1898-1935. Major
Professor: Dr. Aram Goudsouzian.
This dissertation offers a comprehensive and comparative analysis of foreign
students at Tuskegee Institute between 1892 and 1935. During this time, aspiring young
people from the Caribbean, Africa, and Asia coalesced on the rural Alabama campus,
creating a unique cultural space. It became a space not only for intellectual exchange, but
also for cultural pride, political solidarity, and global exchange. Although much has been
written about the school’s founder, Booker T. Washington, very little has been written
about the role his school played in forging and sustaining a global community.
This dissertation charts the cultural, historical, and contextual significance of
Tuskegee’s foreign students as they traveled overseas to the tumultuous Jim Crow South.
The rise of political intimidation and physical violence against African Americans during
the early part of the twentieth century coincided with the emergence of European
colonialism and American imperialism abroad. As people of African descent
disproportionately found themselves under oppressive social, economic, and political
conditions, Tuskegee Institute emerged as a cultural and intellectual safe haven for both
American born and foreign students. Foreign scholars and activists such as Jose Marti,
Juan Gomez, J. A. Aggrey, Pambini Mzimba, and Marcus Garvey used Tuskegee as a
symbol of Black Nationalism, political solidarity, borrowing their methods to uplift
darker peoples of the world. The cultural and intellectual exchange that took place at
Tuskegee set in motion a long history of African American, African, and Asian
interaction.
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This study traces the evolution of Washington and Tuskegee as they used
education to combat racial, political, and economic disenfranchisement forging a global
community in the process. A critical survey of the diverse experiences of students from
Puerto Rico, Cuba, the Anglophone Caribbean, Liberia, South Africa, Japan, China, and
India as they appeared on the small rural campus in Tuskegee, Alabama sheds light into
the process of the creation of a global community. This study examines how foreign
students resisted cultural assimilation, struggled with migration, experienced American
racism, and embraced national sensibilities, all while receiving an education.
Furthermore, examining the experience of foreign students at Tuskegee reveals another
important contribution of America’s Black colleges and universities. At such institutions,
the Atlantic world (and Asia) interacted with and influenced the South, America, and the
larger world.
Examining the experience of foreign students at Tuskegee adds more complexity
to understanding race as a social construction, political leadership, movement of African
dispersed people to the American South, and Black education at the turn of the twentieth
century. This dissertation reconsiders Booker T. Washington and his institution as
pioneers in global education. Washington’s emphasis on self-help, economic
determination, political solidarity, and race pride provided the framework for more
radical forms of pan-Africanism and Black Nationalism, which emerged shortly after his
death in 1915.
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Introduction
On a sunny afternoon in June of 1899, Booker T. Washington walked the popular
sites of Paris’s historic boulevards. Though impressed by the French monuments,
fashion, and luxurious charm, Washington had something else on his mind: finding the
final resting place of Toussaint L’Overture.1 After engaging several French Haitians,
Washington was informed that L’Overture’s burial place was without a monument or
even a proper inscription. This distressing news led Washington to challenge the
Haitians to lift up their “African brother,” avowing “The Haytian government and people
owe it to themselves, it seems to me, to see to it that the resting place of the great hero is
given a proper memorial either here in France or on the island.”2
Earlier that spring Washington gave a speech at the Hollis Street Theater in
Boston, Massachusetts. Prominent leaders such as Paul Laurence Dunbar and W. E. B.
Du Bois were in attendance.3 There, a plan was developed to send Washington to Europe
for some rest and relaxation. On May 9, 1899, Washington set sail on a life-changing
voyage. Up until that moment, Washington had dedicated eighteen years to solving the
race question, which in his mind, was primarily a southern and American problem. In
Europe, however, Washington soon discovered that racial equality was a global issue. In
Paris, Washington learned valuable lessons in art and economics from the famous painter
Henry O’Tanner. In London, he met with pan-African leader Henry Sylvester Williams.

Booker T. Washington “On The Paris Boulevards” Paris, June 8, 1899, New York Age
in Louis Harlan et al, Booker T. Washington Papers (hereafter cited as BTWP), 5:130.
1

2

Ibid., 131.

3

Booker T. Washigton, Up From Slavery: An Autobiography (New York: Doubleday &
Page, 1901), 275-77.

1

Washington concluded, “The best place to study Africa and her descendants begins in
Europe.”4 Washington’s meeting with Black emigrants in Europe helped construct his
global consciousness, one that evolved well into the twentieth century.5 This flashpoint
from the life of Washington raises some interesting questions. The answers to those
questions, although complex, begin to peel back hidden layers to the race leader and his
program of racial uplift.
Washington graduated from Hampton Institute in 1875. In 1881, he was sent
south to head and found Tuskegee Institute. His educational ideology revolutionized
education in America and provided countless youth and adult learners with
unprecedented opportunities to receive educational training. By the turn of the century,
Tuskegee outpaced Hampton and many other Black colleges as the frontrunner of Black
education; the institution served as the most convincing evidence of the capacity Blacks
possessed for self-government, self-sufficiency, and economic attainment.
During his lifetime, Washington’s global outlook constantly evolved. His
experience as Head Master of Indian students shortly after graduation from Hampton
forced Washington to confront race as a social construct and tool for political control.6
Washington’s 1899 trip to Europe further validated his emphasis on industrial education
4

Booker T. Washington to the Editor of the Indianapolis Freeman, July 15, 1899
London, England, BTWP 5:154, (hereafter cited as BTWP).
Manning Marable. “Ambiguous Legacy: Tuskegee’s ‘Missionary’ Impulse and Africa
During the Moton Administration, 1915-1935,” in Black Americans and the Missionary
Movement in Africa, ed. Sylvia M. Jacobs. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1982; Louis
Harlan. Booker T. Washington: Volume 2: The Wizard of Tuskegee, 1901-1915 (Oxford
University Press, 1982); Donald Spivey, Schooling For the New Slavery: Black Industrial
Education, 1868-1915. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1978; Donald Spivey, “The
African Crusade for Black Industrial Schooling,” Journal of Negro History 63 (Jan., 1978), 1-17.
5

6

Donald Lindsey, Indians at Hampton Institute, 1877-1923 (Urbana: University of
Illinois, 1995), 95-103; Washington, Up From Slavery, 96.

2

for the darker peoples of the world. The trip also connected Washington to many
important world leaders including Henry Sylvester Williams, E. W. Blyden, and the
Queen of England.7
By his death in 1915, Washington’s influence could be found in nearly every part
of the globe. Disenfranchised peoples of African descent could be found in the
classrooms and factories of Tuskegee. Not only did Washington recruit foreign students,
he also encouraged American-born students to assist in global affairs. By 1908,
Washington organized agricultural expeditions throughout West and South African
colonies. Tuskegee graduates established experiment stations in the Philippines, invested
in Cuban businesses, and organized international conferences across Europe.8
The opening of the twentieth century signaled a new chapter in American and
world history. The rise of Jim Crow and the “scramble for Africa” led Du Bois to
famously proclaim, “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color
line.”9 As the darker peoples of the world lost autonomy, they simultaneously embraced
new ideas. This was a time when African Americans, Africans, and Caribbean blacks
called for their rights as citizens of not only their respective countries, but also of a larger
pan-African community. This community offered a place where they could find strength
and solidarity. Back in the United States and equipped with a global consciousness,
Washington transformed Tuskegee into a benefactor for the African Diaspora.
7

Booker T. Washington and Robert E. Park. The Man Farthest Down: A Record of
Observation and Study in Europe. Garden City: Doubleday, Page & Company, 1913.
8

Basil Matthews, Educator and Interracial Interpreter (College Park, MD: McGrath
Publishing Company, 1969), 260-310.
9

W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk: Essays and Sketches (New York: A. C.
McClurg, 1903),19.

3

Between 1892 and 1935, hundreds of foreign students either entered or expressed
interest in coming to Tuskegee Institute. Throughout this turbulent period, African
Americans, Africans, Afro-Cubans, Afro-Puerto Ricans, West Indians, and Asian
students articulated their commitment as citizens of both their respective countries and of
a larger global community. These students became key players in the missionary,
educational, and economic development of nations such as Haiti, Panama, Trinidad,
Jamaica, Cuba, Liberia, South Africa, Japan, India, and China.10 Tuskegee offered
sanctuary, as well as a place where students could equip themselves with the appropriate
tools for future social and economic success. The process was messy and complex.
Washington, often in alliance with political heads such as Theodore Roosevelt
and William McKinley, sought to transform these students into his idealized conception
of an American citizen. However, his ideas of amalgamation and Americanization rarely
played out how envisioned in theory. Students often rebelled against social and cultural
expectations. The harder the administration enforced its ideals, the more students
resisted. Some left for schools in the north, some escaped to nearby cities, others stayed
and confronted administration and their ideals head on.
It is essential to consider how, why, and who motivated foreign students to enter
Tuskegee. Were they brought there as part of colonial experimentation or did they enter
as part of a larger grassroots movement? These questions can be answered by closely
observing the activity and interaction of foreign students during and after life at
Tuskegee. It also can be answered by examining how Tuskegee came to serve as a model
of self-sufficiency and economic empowerment.

10

Harlan, The Wizard of Tuskegee, 266-68.

4

Between 1892 and 1935, Tuskegee became a place were students challenged
social constructs and racial ideologies. Analysis of the experiences of foreign students at
Tuskegee allows deeper insight into how entering students and alumni embraced,
modified, resisted, and disseminated ideals of respectability, race, and manhood. It also
underscores how foreign students created and recreated cultural institutions. The
exchange of culture was reciprocal. Foreign students joined the school band and athletic
clubs, and they spent summers with American classmates. Students from the Caribbean
taught their American classmates cricket. Cuban and Puerto Ricans created their own
student and alumni associations, celebrated national holidays, and demonstrated displays
of ethnic pride.11
Examining the experiences of foreign students accounts for an overlooked
phenomenon in the history of black education. This perspective allows readers a look at
how both foreign and American born students interacted with American cultural
institutions, Jim Crow racism, and the Atlantic world. 12 Investigating these institutions
through the vantage point of the student provides an alternative framework to consider
race and culture during the early twentieth century. More important, it adds a layer to
traditional narratives that fail to account for the international dynamic in Washington’s
program of racial uplift.
Imperialism and Jim Crow provide the framework for understanding the social,
cultural and political manifestations of foreign students at Tuskegee between 1898 and
11

Armando Marrero, Pedro Munez, Fernando Demperach to the Members of the
Executive Council May 3 1909. BTWP, General Collection located in the Library of Congress
(hereafter cited as LC).
David Sehat, “The Civilizing Mission of Booker T. Washington,” Journal of Southern
History 73 (May 2007): 323-325.
12

5

1935. Global events during that time led white philanthropists and colonial officials to
look to Tuskegee for an applicable model of education. Events such as the Spanish
American War of 1898, the German colonization of Togo in 1899, the forced labor and
brutality in the Congo beginning in 1904, French and English encroachment on Liberia in
1907 and the American occupation in Haiti in 1914 stimulated an-going dialogue
between Washington, colonial officials, and emerging Black nationalists. Washington’s
subsequent conceptions of global economic development set the precedent for more
radical forms of global community building later articulated by Marcus Garvey and W. E.
B. Du Bois.
Scholarship on foreign students at Tuskegee is limited. Louis Harlan and
Manning Marable were among the first historians to discuss Washington’s
internationalism. In his comprehensive two-volume biography, Harlan wrote of
Washington’s travels to Europe and of his efforts to bring foreign students to Tuskegee.13
Harlan presented Washington as actively interested in African affairs, adding that such
involvement “did not require any fundamental readjustment of Washington’s outlook.”14
Harlan concluded, “Washington’s own experience in African affairs simply illuminated
his essential conservatism, showing him as in a tailor’s mirror, from new angles but in the
usual stance.”15 Manning Marable drew a similar conclusion in his essay, “Ambiguous
Legacy: Tuskegee’s Missionary Impulse and Africa During the Moton Administration,

13

Louis Harlan, Booker T. Washington: Volume 1: The Making of a Black Leader, 18651901 (Oxford University Press, 1979), 244; Harlan, The Wizard of Tuskegee, 276-277.
Louis Harlan, “Booker T. Washington and the White Man’s Burden” (American
Historical Review, 71, Jan., 1966): 1.
14

15

Harlan, Wizard of Tuskegee, 270.
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1915-1935.”16 Still, Marable left any definitive conclusions about Washington’s global
involvement ambiguous. Digging deeper into the Tuskegee archives and Washington
Papers allows researchers to expand upon the framework initiated by Harlan and
Marable.17
Scholars since Harlan have begun to unearth more complex interpretations of the
leader and his school. Historians such as Raymond Hedin, Virginia Lantz Denton,
Michael Rudolph West, Donald Spivey, and Robert Norrell have contributed important
monographs documenting the life, leadership, and political influence of Washington and
on the history of Tuskegee.18 David Jackson focuses on Washington’s lesser-known
education promotional tours across Florida, North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and
Mississippi.19 Still, these works do not focus attention on Tuskegee’s international
influence.
Donald Spivey categorizes Tuskegee’s international involvement as the
globalization of a docile labor force.20 He also argues that although Washington was
Marable, “Ambigous Legacy,” 77; Manning Marable, “Booker T. Washington and
African Nationalism,” Phylon 35 (4th Qtr., 1974), 398-400.
16

17

Marable, “Booker T. Washington and African Nationalism,” 398-400.

Raymond Hedin, “Paternal at Last: Booker T. Washington and the Slave Narrative
Tradition,” Callaloo 7 (October 1979): 95; Virginia Denton, Booker T. Washington and the Adult
Education Movement (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1993); Michael Rudolph West,
The Education of Booker T. Washington: American Democracy and the Idea of Race Relations (
New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2006); Spivey, Schooling for the New Slavery, 1978;
Donald Spivey, The Politics of Mis-Education: The Booker T. Washington Institute of Liberia,
1924-1984 (University Press of Kentucky, 1986); Robert Norrell, Up From History: The Life of
Booker T. Washington (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2009).
18

19

David Jackson, Booker T. Washington and the Struggle against White Supremacy: The
Southern Educational Tours, 1908-1912 (New York: Macmillan Press, 2009).
20

Spivey, Schooling for the New Slavery, 1978; Spivey, Politics of Mis-Education, 1986.
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aware of international phenomena, he remained passive. In fact, he had an evolving
position on foreign affairs, developing a gradual commitment to permanent assistance.
Spivey further fails to capture the voice of those subject to Tuskegee’s international
policies. Examining the lives of the foreign students provides an opportunity to determine
whether those organizations and peoples influenced by Tuskegee were complicit in the
process of imperialization, or whether they acted as agents and negotiated spaces for
themselves.
The expansion of Atlantic World studies is opening innovative avenues of
historical inquiry. This approach connects Atlantic history to the African American
experience. Scholars such as Laura Briggs, Frank Guridy, and Andrew Zimmerman
begin to deconstruct the international and contextual worlds of Washington and
Tuskegee21 Guridy provides the first look at early Afro-Cubans attending the school,
though he does not compare Afro-Cuban experiences to those of other foreign students.
Zimmerman focuses primarily on Tuskegee’s role in Africa rather than on the Africans
who attended the school.22 Briggs’s work provides important historical context in
understanding American expansion and its impact on Puerto Rican development.
However, her focus is not on the role Black educators and institutions played in global
development.

21

Frank Guridy, Forging Diaspora: Afro-Cubans and African American In a World of
Empire and Jim Crow (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010),Laura Briggs,
Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2002), 2.
22

Andrew Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa: The German Empire and the Globalization of
the New South (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2010); Guridy, Forging Diaspora, 18.
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Guridy and Zimmerman have connected the efforts of black missionary and
educational activists. Andrew Zimmerman writes, “the histories of empire and of the
global South provide a transnational prospective that helps answer the question of
whether Washington opposed or cooperated with southern racism.”23 These new
interpretations of black Americans are opening the doors for a new transnational and
global appreciation of Washington’s ideology.24
Zimmerman intersects issues of race, sexuality, class, and education in the
Atlantic World of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Through chronicling a
Tuskegee Expedition to German controlled West Africa, Zimmerman is able to highlight
how economic, political, and academic trends in Germany’s east and the American South
were omnipresent. Alabama in Africa capitalizes the use of this comparative approach.
Zimmerman concludes that the American New South became a model for what he
classified as a Global South.
Robert Norrell has helped paint a more holistic narrative of Washington.25
Norrell argues that social and political conditions of the day dictated the extent of
Washington’s racial uplift strategies. Thereby, Norrell contributes to the historiography
on Washington by placing the leader in deep historical context. Only by understanding
what Norrell calls the imminent “train of disenfranchisement,” the increase in Black
23

Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa, 9.

24

See Farah J. Griffin and Cheryl J. Fish, A Stranger in The Village: Two Centuries of
African American Travel Writing (Boston, Massachusetts: Beacon Press Books, 1998); Bruce
Dickson Jr., “Booker T. Washington’s The Man Farthest Down and the Transformation of Race,”
Mississippi Quarterly 48 (1995); Gary Totten, “Southernizing Travel in the Black Atlantic:
Booker T. Washington’s The Man Farthest Down, MELUS 32, Thresholds, Secrets, and
Knowledge (Summer, 2007), 107-31.
25

Norrell, Up From History, 440.
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lynchings, and an ever-increasing hostile community created by white Nationalism, can
Washington and his institution be fully understood.
The pages that follow do not adhere to a strict chronological account; rather they
concentrate on the geographical evolution of Tuskegee’s international involvement.
Chapter 1 explores Washington’s evolution in global politics. It traces the development
of Cuban nationalism and its impact on Black America. Although Cuban and Puerto
Rican students both emerged out of Spanish colonialism, Chapter 2 highlights the cultural
and political experiences of Puerto Rican students as a completely separate phenomenon
of the Cuban experience. Puerto Ricans constitute a particular anomaly in the foreign
student experience because they were the only group funded by the American and local
national government.
Chapters 3 and 4 focus attention on students from the Anglophone Caribbean and
Africa. Economic turmoil, excessive rates of poverty, and minimal educational
opportunities pushed students from across the Anglophone Caribbean across the Atlantic
to Tuskegee. Chapter 3 argues that such students entered and developed not only a global
outlook, but also maintained cultural hegemony and developed national sentiments.
Caribbean Students such as Claude Mckay and political activists such as Marcus Garvey
developed their philosophical ideologies of Black Nationalism from their experiences
with Washington and Tuskegee. Similarly, students and activists from across the African
continent used the latest methods in agricultural and technological advancement to obtain
social and economic mobility.
Students from across the Asian continent also entered Tuskegee. Chapter 5
examines the social and political conditions that forced such students to look overseas for

10

educational opportunities. The socioeconomic context provides the basis for
understanding how students from China, India, and Japan wrestled with European
encroachment and the push for western ideals of modernity. This chapter introduces an
important link in connecting the experience of African Americans to peoples of Asian
descent. By Washington’s death in 1915, a drastic shift in the American political and
social landscape altered the course of Tuskegee. Increased racial violence, World War I,
New Negro ideologies, and the start of the Great Migration significantly impacted foreign
students entering and aspiring to enter Tuskegee. Chapter 6 examines the resultant
impact of the aforementioned movements and the role Tuskegee and foreign students
enrolling between 1915 and 1935 played on them.

11

Chapter One
The Fight for Cuba Libre: Afro-Cubans and the Fight for Independence at
Tuskegee
By the turn of the century, Booker T. Washington’s model of education had
extended to people of African descent across the Diaspora. Tuskegee’s partnership with
Cuban émigrés, beginning in 1898, influenced American colonial policy and transformed
American education in the process. As Frank Guridy concludes, “the effort to
transnationalize the Tuskegee Idea first took shape in Cuba.”1
Washington’s willing participation in the development of this program has led
some scholars to believe that he was interested in the spreading of a “Global Jim Crow.”2
The educational program at Tuskegee did contain within it a process of culture-stripping
from above; yet an oppositional process of culture-creation emanated from below, led by
students with backing from Cuban patriots. Tuskegee then became a space where Cuban
independence was worked out, not only through the efforts of Washington, but in a
complex and deliberate push by Afro-Cubans themselves.
The socio-racial structure that emerged out of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century Cuba provides important clues to understanding how Cuban émigrés
navigated social strata between 1880 and 1915. The process of racial stratification in
Cuba began as early as the 1760s. A fairly mixed economy based largely on cattle
ranching, tobacco growing, and to a much lesser degree sugar production constituted the
Frank Guridy, “Neither Race Men, Nor Tragic Mulatas: Afro-Puerto Ricans and the
Imperial Transition, 1898-1917,” Center for the Humanities, (Nov., 2011), 8; Tuskegee Student
Records from 1892-95, Tuskegee University Archives (hereafter cited as TUA) file number 547.
Sara Jane Lomax was the first international student to enter Tuskegee. Lomax was a sixteen year
old from Liberia, West Africa.
1

2

Zimmerman, Alabama in Africa, 205.

12

bulk of the country’s economic productivity.3 The demand for sugar throughout Spanish
and British controlled colonies ushered in a new era of a plantation-based economy.4
This evolution gave rise to a major influx of slave imports, which continued to arrive
(although illegally) en masse as late as the 1880s.5
The resultant surplus in slave labor temporarily delayed Cuban independence
from Spain. The debate over slavery and independence paralyzed rich planters loyal to
the Spanish crown and rebel forces hoping to secure Cuba’s complete independence.
Torn between a desire for greater independence vis-à-vis metropolitan Spain and the need
to maintain a pliable slave labor force, reform-minded planters and merchants offered up
their support in turn to the project of annexing Cuba to the U.S. and the demand for
administrative autonomy.6
Interest in the fate of the Spanish colony captivated the attention of imperial
powers across the Atlantic. Domestically, many Americans took positions on how best to
handle the issue over Cuba. Even Black students in American colleges took interest. In
1875, three years prior to the end of the Ten Years War, graduating seniors at Hampton
Institute debated the issue during the school’s graduation commencement exercises.
David Booth, “Cuba, Color, and the Revolution,” Science & Society, 40 2 (Summer,
1976), 135.
3

4

Richard Dunn, Sugar and Slaves: The Rise of the Planter Class in the English West
Indies, 1624-1713 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1973); J. H. Galloway,
The Sugar Cane Industry: An Historical Geography from Its Origins to 1914 (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1989; Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in
Modern History (New York: Viking, 1985).
Charles Wagley, “On the Concept of Social Race in the Americas,” in Dwight B. Heath
and Richard N. Adams, eds., Contemporary Cultures and Societies of Latin America (New York,
1965), 542; Franklin Knight, Slave Society in Cuba During the Nineteenth Century (Madison,
1970), 6.
5

6

Philip Foner, A History of Cuba and Its Relations with the U.S. (New York, 1963).
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Among the principal debaters was the school’s most promising student, Booker T.
Washington.
A closer look at Washington’s 1875 graduation debate reveals a nationalistic and
foreign policy-savvy student. In the speech, Washington not only championed a
pragmatic approach to solving America’s racial dilemma, but also offered a cautious
solution to the rising concern of the African Diaspora. As leader of his graduating class,
Washington was asked to take part in Hampton’s traditional debate exercise. His task
was to argue the negative position concerning the issue of whether the U.S. government
should annex Cuba, which at the time was in rebellion against its colonial ruler, Spain.7
Washington’s opponents maintained that annexation would lead to liberation,
abolish the slave trade, and increase the number of African American votes.8
Washington’s position, however, foreshadowed his conservative and pragmatic approach.
“Didn’t the United States already have difficulty dealing with the freedom of 4 million
American blacks?,” he asked rhetorically. Washington argued that the American
government had grossly mishandled Reconstruction and seriously doubted its
competency to handle the acquiring of more people of color. 9
Washington added four main points. First, he argued “Spain has a right to Cuba
by discovery and Colonization.” Second, he echoed his earlier sentiment that “the United
States has more than enough; let them take care of themselves.” Third, he contended that
Jay Sexton, “The United States, the Cuban Rebellion, and the Multilateral Initiative of
1875.” Diplomatic History 30, no. 3 (June 2006): 335-65.
7

8

Kristin Keller, Booker T. Washington: Innovative Educator (New York: Capstone Press,
2006), 44.
9

Keller, Innovative Educator, 44..; Raymond Smock, BTW in Perspective, Essays of
Louis Harlan (Oxford: University of Mississippi, 1988), 2.

14

the “interests of peace forbade the risks of entanglement in bloody and costly war.” Last,
he concluded that the “situation of Cuba and character of her inhabitants would make her
a burden.”10
Washington believed that annexation would lead to an increase in crime and
poverty for blacks in the U.S. while impeding educational gains. Although Washington
was not an opponent of liberation for Afro-Cubans, he expressed more of a concern for
the insolvent state of Blacks in North America. Washington criticized American
government’s failure to assist in economic and social growth: “Wouldn’t it be wise
before we risk war with Cuba, to redeem ourselves from the meshes of the last war?”11
Washington’s first public address demonstrated the young educator’s oratorical skills and
ability to offer critical analyses.
Two decades later, Washington was forced to revisit this debate, only this time as
leader of Tuskegee Institute, while the nation was engulfed in the Spanish-American War
of 1898.
By 1898 Washington was nationally recognized as the foremost leader and
educator of his people. His institution attracted thousands of students and his political
connections surpassed that of any other race leader at the time. As U.S. involvement in
the Spanish-American conflict became more and more likely, Washington could no
longer argue as he had done in 1875; his Afro-Spanish brothers across the water could
not afford it.
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In 1877, 200,000 men, women, and children of African descent were still
enslaved (approximately 32 percent of Cuba’s population).12 After emancipation in 1880
(although illegal trading continued until complete abolishment in 1886), Cuban society
rapidly evolved into a more racially egalitarian society. Cuba’s population underwent
further transformation due to the major influx of Spanish immigrants; 709,000 arrived
between 1868 and 1894. Afro-Cubans also gained positions in the Cortes (Spanish
Parliament).13
Despite the fixing of racial constructs in post-emancipation Cuba, a free Black
population remained substantial throughout the late nineteenth century. A combination
of factors created a unique space for this populace to develop: manumission,
emancipation, and natural growth helped maintain a Black population over twenty five
percent. Afro-Cubans garnered prominence in military and political affairs. This
demographic contributed immensely to the development of culture and history of Cuba.
Afro-Cubans, for example, contributed to the cultural development of the country’s poets
and musicians such as Gabriel de la Concepcion Valdes (better known as “Placido”). Jose
Francisco Manzano also played a major role in the development of Cuban musical and
literary traditions.
Emancipation and peace emanating from the Ten Years War paved the way for a
revitalized and more inclusive independence movement. This second movement was
multiracial and actively enlisted support from across class lines. Men of modest social
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origins replaced the elite Creole leaders of the previous movement. When the U.S.
cancelled trade agreements with Cuba, Jose Marti, the middle class poet and activist, led
an uprising that began on February 24, 1895. This time, Blacks and mulattoes served as
the backbone for Cuban liberation from the Spanish American War.14
In 1895, Washington had urged southern Blacks to “cast down your buckets.”15
Now on the brink of war, Washington urged them to take interest and to wake up to the
Spanish-American conflict. He viewed the impending crisis with Spain as an opportunity
for Blacks to demonstrate their right to equal citizenship. Many African Americans
found military service as a means to obtaining full U.S. citizenship, while also enabling
Black men to demonstrate their manhood.16 For Washington, the war represented the
first major opportunity since the Civil War for African Americans to stake their claim to
full enfranchisement. He urged his students from Tuskegee to take up arms and plant
seeds of industry in Cuba.
Washington became a liaison among government officials, Afro-Cubans, and
African American soldiers. Whites like Osgood Welsh, proprietor of the Constancia
Sugar Company, urged Washington to “Send to Cuba a few proven men to become the
advance guard of workers in the cane fields of the islands.”17 Washington boasted that
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“war would be answered by at least ten thousand loyal, brave, strong black men in the
south who crave an opportunity to show their loyalty to our land and would gladly take
this method of showing their gratitude for the lives laid down and the sacrifices made that
Blacks might have their freedom and rights.”18 They would get their chance, and take
full advantage of it.
Some Black soldiers stationed in Cuba looked to Washington and Tuskegee as
sources of inspiration, hope, and solidarity. Many other students from Black Colleges
and Universities also played key roles in the war effort. Blacks such as Ezekiel Ezra
Smith of Fayetteville State University served as adjutant of the 3rd North Carolina
regiment. Col. James H. Young of Shaw University served as the first African American
colonel in the U.S. volunteer regiment during the war. John W. Galloway, a U.S. soldier
in the Twenty-fourth infantry stationed in San Isidro, Philippine Islands, wrote a letter to
the editor of the Richmond Planet discussing the outlook of Black soldiers in the islands
and their affinity for the work of Washington and Tuskegee. Galloway wrote, “The
address of Mr. [Booker T.] Washington is the talk of the camp. Since coming here the
boys’ bosoms have expanded greatly. Their ideas have indeed broadened.”19
Galloway referred to the revelation that soldiers and much of the black population
in Cuba and other islands could possibly have a chance to receive some form of
schooling.

He continued, “They all say in chorus that Mr. Washington’s ideas are

destined to revolutionize America [and the islands] educationally.” Galloway concluded,
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“As to the Negro we feel the depth of his advice and feel the path of action outlined by
Washington is the only practical one for colored youth.”20
John William Dean, a former student at Tuskegee, was a soldier in the Ninth
regiment stationed in Santiago de Cuba. He wrote an open letter in the Tuskegee Student.
Dean urged his classmates, “I will say to you my friends, be ever mindful of the feuture
(sp) needs for you, which you cannot afford to loose (sp), for if you loose now you have
lost forever and your loosing can never be regained, so wait no longer, the time for
waiting has passed.”21 Dean wrote:
The shout of we slaved brothers in Cuba. Yes rouse
Americans and cheer, and let your voices be heard, where
ever men love liberty and pr(ai)se that sacred word. For lo
on Santeago’s heights, our gallant standard waves, and
freedom dawns on souls of men, who yesterday were
slaves.22
The words, ideas, and activities of Dean, Galloway, and other African Americans
underscores the idea that U.S. expansionism, was as Frank Guridy notes, “not simply a
projection of white racial privilege abroad,” but also an opportunity to fight for
citizenship, respectability and equality.23 In post-Independence Cuba, Afro-Cubans
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believed a period of racial democracy would be ushered in. Independence leader Antonio
Maceo idealistically declared, “Here there are no whites and no blacks, only Cubans.”24
Former slaves, peasants, and plantation owners had fought to free and transform
Cuba into an autonomous state.25 Cuba Libre and racial democracy, however, were only
myths.26 The “ethnic integration of the Cuban masses” went largely unrealized. The
twentieth-century Cuban system of racial classification was ambiguous, fluid, and
extremely restrictive. Based on an informal tripartite scheme, Cubans were placed into
three categories: blanco, negro, and mulato (white, black, and mulatto). As in America,
the Cuban racial scheme was based largely on racial assumptions; white features were
valued while black traits were seen as defects.
Racial discrimination and legal restrictions excluded the Black population from
freely participating in prestigious professions, owning land, and attaining higher
education. When the Cortes abolished slavery on October 7, 1886, Cuban society was
deeply divided along racial lines. Cuban society was deeply divided along cultural, class,
regional, and gender lines.27 The Spanish and white Creole elite feared living in a society
alongside mulattoes and Afro-Cubans. Emancipation in Cuba was a slow and complex
process.
Afro-Cubans encountered racial stereotypes similar to blacks living in the
American South. Historian Aline Helg noted, “The island’s prostitution, criminality,
24
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superstition, and lack of industry allegedly originated in the “lustful mulata,” the black
nanigo, the “African fetischist,” and the “lazy black.”28 One author even suggested a
similar plan to Liberian colonization, proposing to return Afro-Cubans back to Africa.
Outbursts of white racism in Havana, fostered by Spanish loyalist extremists and
members of the white upper class, slowed the process to achieving equality for all. In
general, Afro-Cubans, particularly ex-slaves, found early Republican Cuba an
inhospitable and politically frustrating environment. American annexation and military
occupation (1899-1902) only worsened conditions. In 1899, Jim Crow-inspired signs
sprung up throughout Cuba. They read, “We cater to white people only.” American
officers and soldiers further intimidated Afro-Cubans with threats of racial lynchings.29
The decision to send students to the U.S. reflects Cuba’s state of transition. Louis
Perez notes, “The decision to educate [Cubans] in the North was itself a powerful
indication of the character of the Cuban transformation.”30 Through various strategies,
Cuban slaves accelerated the process of emancipation by becoming agents of their own
freedom. Furthermore, this population built high expectations for their future. They
wanted their rightful share of citizenship. One of the main vehicles driving them to full
citizenship was education. However, rampant discrimination and racial inequalities in
post-emancipation Cuba rendered social advancement and access to education unlikely.
Cuban schools already in existence suffered from deplorable conditions. One
Cuban citizen, Manuel Valdéz Rodríguez, balked at the paucity of quality educational
28
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institutions. “We have been left without schools, without books, without teachers, and
without students,” wrote Rodríguez.31 Neglect, mismanagement, inadequate instruction,
and insufficient funding rendered Cuba’s educational system practically obsolete.32
Access to public elementary schools was highly restricted. The majority of
secondary institutes were privately controlled and refused to enroll Afro-Cubans. In
1887, only 11 percent of Afro-Cubans compared to 33 percent of whites of any age could
read or write. Municipalities ran separate, yet very unequal schools for Afro-Cubans.
Even then, a special tax was often imposed on students of color; students were required to
enlist the support of a white sponsor. When poor-Afro-Cubans tried attending municipal
schools, the number of private schools for rich, white families tripled.33
Afro-Cubans actively fought against racial discrimination, especially concerning
matters of education. Juan Gualberto Gomez emerged at the forefront of the movement
for equal rights and access. He established a platform that advanced the commitment to
full social, political, and cultural integration and established a program of action directed
mainly at forcing the application of legal equality. For Gomez, Cuba Libre (A Free
Cuba) could only be fully recognized through education and transnational organization.
In 1900, Gomez and Martin Marua Delgado served as the only nonwhite revolutionaries
to participate in the Cuban Constituent Assembly. During the convention, U.S. military
leaders under the leadership of military governor general Leonard Wood openly opposed
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any definition of citizenship that gave electoral rights to “the illiterate mass of people.”34
Wood wrote to President McKinley that, “We are dealing with a race that has steadily
been going down for a hundred years and into which we have got to infuse new life, new
principles and new methods of doing things.”35
In response to American occupation, educational efforts led by Afro-Cubans and
supported by African Americans became a means to circumvent racism, forging unlikely
alliances in the process. Cuban movement to Tuskegee, however, was not necessarily an
act of “African” political solidarity. Cubans entered with cultural and national pride in
their heritage. Their ambitions emerged due to the absence of viable educational
opportunities in Cuba, rather than out of aspirations to obtain advanced schooling for
their children. In November 1901, four students from Cuba arrived at Tuskegee with a
letter from Gomez. Among them was Juan Eusebio, Gomez’ son. He simply asked
Washington to “make a man of him.”
At the turn of the twentieth century, Afro-Cubans and Black Americans shared a
common struggle of historical oppression, racial inequality, and political
disenfranchisement. These two cultures ultimately collided in the halls of Tuskegee
Normal Institute. Inspired by Washington’s “up from slavery” message, Gomez, like
many other Afro-Cuban families, sent his children to study in the American South. In
this space Cubans forged an unlikely community where they were socialized (or coerced)
into a new order of “Americaness,” discipline, and industrialization. On the one hand,
Cuban students adamantly resisted assimilation into American culture. On the other,
34
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Cuban students used educational gains to advance into the modern era. More important,
they mapped out a new collective and individual identity. Participants in the TuskegeeCuba program became vital agents in the formation of cross-national relationships
between Afro-Cubans and African Americans.
At the war’s conclusion in 1898, the U.S. gained several new territories including
Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. Washington recognized the ramifications of
annexation, and he showed concern over the reconstruction efforts of Cubans both on the
island and domestically. His address at the Chicago Peace Jubilee in 1898 sheds light
into his plans for involvement in the Caribbean. In celebration of the war’s end, the city
of Chicago organized a platform to celebrate a return to peace and to discuss the future.
In attendance were some of the most prominent leaders in world affairs, including
President William McKinley, nearly every member from his cabinet, foreign ministers,
University of Chicago President William Harper, and distinguished veterans who had
fought in the war. Washington was asked to deliver an address on behalf of African
Americans. With approximately 16,000 guests in attendance, Washington delivered a
precise argument as to why blacks in America should receive access to full
enfranchisement. Alluding to a history of successful military service, unwavering
patriotism, and recent heroism exhibited during the Spanish-American war, Washington
asserted, “Let them tell how the Negro faced death and laid down his life in defense of
honor and humanity, and when you have gotten the full story of the heroic conduct of the
Negro in the Spanish American War… then you decide within yourselves whether a race
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willing to die for its country should not be given the highest opportunity to live for its
country.”36
In atypical fashion, he offered a staunch challenge to southern racism. He told
those in attendance, “until we conquer ourselves… we shall have a cancer gnawing at the
heart of the republic that shall one day prove as dangerous as an attack from an army
without or within.”37 Washington noted the bravery of American born black soldiers who
fought in Santiago and El Caney. Although, in 1875, Washington had dismissed
discussing the role America should play in ending the illegal slave trade, he now offered
full support for Cuba Libre. Washington reminded leaders in attendance that the bravery
exemplified during the war was carried out while blacks faced “unjust discrimination that
law and custom make against them in their own country.”38
In even more unusual fashion, Washington took his call to full enfranchisement a
step further: “This is not a threat, but a warning, and one to which the white race should
give heed. The only solution of the Negro problem which will remove all menace to the
tranquility and interest of the country, is a universal recognition of the Negro’s Civil
Rights.”39
Washington’s speech captured the attention of the entire nation. Immediately
after, Washington dined with the Mayor of Chicago and twice dined with the President
and his party. It did not take long for white southerners to take exception to
36

Booker T. Washington, The Story of My Own Life and Work (New York: J. L., Nichols
Publishers), 227.
37

Ibid., 228.

38

Ibid., 230-231.

39

Ibid.

25

Washington’s tone and public critique. Southern newspapers, such as the Age-Herald
(Birmingham), demanded Washington to “say just what [he] meant to say in his address.”
Still, the most important relationship forged as a result of the address was with President
McKinley. In October 1898, McKinley and several key members of his staff made a
two-day visit to Tuskegee. Through this relationship, Washington and Tuskegee became
major players on the national and international stage. McKinley became one of the
foremost advocates of Cuban and Puerto Rican educational programs.
The program to educate young Cuban students began in the summer of 1898. It
was largely initiated by Afro-Cubans. Although endorsed and influenced by McKinley in
the fall of 1898 and later by President Taft, the financing and recruitment of Cuban
students was largely conducted from the bottom-up. With Washington’s rise to national
stardom and large acceptance in numerous political circles, the move to bring in AfroCuban students undeniably held political purposes. Guridy writes that “Educating some
of the natives in the new U.S. imperial possessions would certainly enhance Tuskegee’s
legitimacy, not only among U.S. American whites, but also within African American
leadership circles, where an increasing number of critics were becoming unsettled by
Washington’s popularity.”40 However, Washington’s motivations for the creation of the
Afro-Cuban-Tuskegee program were more complex.
While taking up the education of foreign blacks would undoubtedly extend the
reputation of Washington and his school, he was sincere about raising the education of
blacks worldwide. In a letter to the Christian Register in August 1898, he meant to
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solicit funds, traveling expenses, and board per student, which totaled $150 per year.41
Washington articulated his conviction that both Hampton and Tuskegee could play
important roles in assisting Cuba in rebuilding socially and economically. He was moved
to help Cubans begin the tall task of reconstruction after thirty years of limited progress.
Washington believed that providing Afro-Cubans with an industrial education would “do
for them what it is doing for our people in the South.”42 After all, he wrote, “one-half the
population of Cuba is composed of mulattoes or negroes.”43
The letter was widely distributed and even published in the New York Times.44
Washington summed up his plan: “If the funds can be secured, it is the plan of the
Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute at Tuskegee, Ala., to bring a number of the
most promising men and women to this institution to receive training that they may return
to Cuba and start, in the interest of the people, industrial training on the island.”45
Conditions in Cuba precipitated the need for industrial education. General
Ludlow, Military Governor of Havana, informed American officials that “eighty percent
of the Cubans are illiterate and unable to govern themselves.”46 Ludlow, an advocate of
industrial education, also championed the “systemization of industrial schools in which
youths of the city and country can be taught trades and occupations.” He expounded that
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“Cuban youth must be taught something that will enable them to live.”47 Washington
believed his approach to defeating Jim Crow racism throughout the South had paralleled
the Afro-Cubans’ experience. “One generation gathers the material and the next builds
the palaces,” he wrote. “Very largely, this must be the material gathering generation of
black people but in due time the palace will come if we are patient.”48
Washington was not ignorant of how Afro-Cubans would be treated upon arrival
in America. He understood racial lines were not as fixed in Cuba as they were in the
American South. Washington respected culture of national respectability inherit in
entering Cuban students. He wrote, “Oppression has not cowed and unmanned the
Cuban Negro in certain respects as it has the American Negro.”49
Washington considered the risk of bringing Cubans to his school.50 He pondered
if Afro-Cubans fully understood the harshness of American racism. Spanish colonialism
was one thing, but Jim Crow was a completely different monster. Washington slightly
miscalculated the positive association between national and racial liberation. At
Tuskegee, the national character and revolutionary spirit possessed by the Afro-Cubans
took center stage.
Cuban students at Tuskegee were largely informed by their patriotic ideologies,
ideals that actively criticized American notions of racial democracy. Revolutionary
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ideals, born out of the Afro-Cuban struggle for independence, developed into governing
principles for Afro-Cubans at Tuskegee. The war experience, the presence of Blacks in
the military, and the acquisition of political appointments reinforced the image of
autonomy and agency amongst entering students. Those brought to Tuskegee directly by
the efforts of nationalist leaders such as Juan Gomez and Martin Delgado possessed an
even greater spirit of cultural pride and independent spirit.
The National Liberation Movement had radically transformed the customs, habits,
traditions, psychology, and national character of the Cuban people.51 Nationalist
thinkers such as Jose Marti influenced Cuban students. They were instilled with the belief
that, “A man is more than white, black or mulatto,” He added, “A Cuban is more than
mulatto, black or white.” Unable to reconcile their ideas with the politically mild and
culturally restrictive Tuskegee climate Cubans at Tuskegee often clashed with
ideologically conservative notions that they had to prescribe to racial constructs. They
were there to attain an education, not necessarily for the uplifting of the “Black race” but
one that would further elevate Cuba Libre. These students maintained that national creed
should be placed above race. This ideology, however, was not a consensus. Some
maintained the status quo and kept race out of public discourse; others put nation before
race; and some emphasized racial fraternity, working alongside other races during their
matriculation at Tuskegee.
Washington mused that “certainly it will place this country in an awkward
position to have gone to war to free a people from Spanish cruelty, and then as soon as it
gets them within its power to treat a large proportion of the population worse than did
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even Spain herself, simply on account of color.”52 These factors in mind, Washington
moved forward with plans to bring Cubans to Tuskegee.
Washington had little trouble soliciting funds from donors. After McKinley’s
endorsement of the school in late 1898, white philanthropists gave openly to the school.
One such donor was the daughter of northern philanthropist Anson Phelps Stokes,
Caroline Phelps Stokes. In a letter written shortly after the New York Times ad, she
wrote, “I notice by the paper that you wish to take some of the young men and women
from Cuba and Porto Rico educating them at Tuskegee and sending them back as
teachers.”53 Stokes encouraged Washington to find two students that she could sponsor
committing to being “responsible for board and tuition.” Shortly thereafter, the first
Cuban students entered Tuskegee. The first group of Cuban students all came from
Havana: Juan Gomez, Sixto Rodriquez; Migel Marin, Celestina Ramirez, Julian Valdez,
and Carlos Rivera.
By the turn of the century the Stokes family had invested thousands of dollars for
the education of students of the African diaspora. Caroline Stokes continued to provide
financial support for Cuban students well into the twentieth century. In March 1900,
Washington wrote to Stokes confirming receipt of a check for $300 for “contribution for
the care of the Cuban boys.”54 Cuban students were given the opportunity to work and
pay for school on their own merit. “11 of the young men who have come from Cuba
have regular work days in some department and are learning trades, which they hope to
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find useful when they return home. During the summer they will be kept at work just the
same as other students and they will in this way earn something toward their own
support,” wrote Washington.55 Washington’s commitment to self-support and the initial
Cuban students set a positive tone for the relationship between Tuskegee and
philanthropists.
Henry Plant, railway and steamship magnate, maintained business interests in
both Florida and Cuba. Through partnership with Plant, Washington secured free passes
for recruiters to travel without fear of discrimination from Alabama to Cuba. A letter
from Havana demonstrates how aspiring students navigated their way to Tuskegee and
found alternative ways of paying for school. The letter was sent from the Beers Agency
on behalf of two “mulatto, Afro-Cubans,” Antonio Francisco and Emilio Inquierdo.
They inquired “which in your opinion is the better route for them to take, via Tampa, or
Jacksonville, Fla or via New Orleans as you doubtless have boys from here you can better
advise us to this point.”56
Foreign students arrived in various ways. Washington often used Afro-descended
students from within Tuskegee to recruit others. One example is Thomas Austin of Key
West, member of the ‘A’ middle class. In 1898, Washington commissioned Austin to
recruit other Afro-Cuban students.57 Austin was ideal for several reasons. One, he
accepted the “Tuskegee-Hampton” idea of industrial education at least on the surface.
Two, he spoke fluent Spanish. Three, he was already exposed to Cuban émigrés who had
55
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been settling in at Key West. Austin received the Plant System’s transportation pass and
arrived in Tampa in early November of 1898. Upon arrival, he received his mission from
Washington. He was instructed, “If you can secure enough promising students in Tampa
and Key West, I do not want you to go to Cuba, but if you cannot secure enough in
Tampa and Key West to make the number eight go to Cuba for them.”58 Washington
hoped Austin would be able to tap into these centers in order to begin pulling students out
to go to Tuskegee. Although Austin faced a more difficult challenge than expected, by
1899, he had successfully recruited and assisted in bringing eight Cubans to Tuskegee.59
The demographics of the students were diverse. Some were poor, others wealthy.
All, however, were eager for an education. Although post-war Cuba offered few if any
educational opportunities, aspiring students seized the opportunity to go to America for
study. Afro-Cubans like Juana Maria Cardenas and Carmen Navarro directly stated their
hopes while attending Tuskegee. “We strive[d] in our country to fulfill this desire but we
cannot do it here and now all our hopes are in your hands.”60 A good number of
prospective students seeking admission were black tradesmen struggling to navigate their
way through the challenges of Cuban society in the movement of imperial transition.61
Skilled workers belonging neither to the rural laboring majority nor to the educated black
elite jumped at the chance to learn Tuskegee’s industrial based curriculum. Knowing
little English, black tradesmen Eleno Lino had a close friend write to Tuskegee, “Having
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heard by a friend of mine, the opportunities afforded by your night school to poor colored
men who are ansious [sic] to have a better education I write you these few lines to see if
there is any room for me.”62
The Afro-Cuban elite were among the first students sent to Tuskegee. Students
connected to Afro-Cuban patriots and black elected officials such as Juan Gomez and
Martin Delgado applied and won entry to Tuskegee. Students such as Leon Ardo Ibanez,
Luis and Armando del Risco, and Celestina and Sixta Ramirez were a few of the
prominent Afro-Spanish students entering Tuskegee at the end of the century.
Uncertainty over Cuba’s future development humbled the Afro-Cuban middle class.
Although historically better off than the poor laboring class in Cuban cities, racial
discrimination saw no distinction between the two. Members of the Cuban elite benefited
immensely from political connections. Yet Cuban students were not fully sponsored nor
could they depend on annual scholarships to fund them for four years through Tuskegee.
Personal connections provided access to schools in the U.S. The revolutionary, Gomez,
had future plans to establish an endowment for Cuban students. He promised to “create
an Association here whose purpose will be to send every year a number of students to
Tuskegee, where tuition will be paid by said Association.”63
By 1900, recruiters had successfully brought nine students from Cuba to
Tuskegee. Washington continued his push to increase those numbers, writing to Medal
of Honor recipient and military Governor of Cuba Leonard Wood in January 1900. “The
Government has so far very kindly given us free transportation for these students. If you
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think well of the idea, I will be very glad to have you send us two or three more young
men or women of the Negro Race.”64 Wood’s stamp of approval cemented government
support of the Cuban program for years to come. Washington further spread his
influence with the 1901 translation of his autobiography, De Esclavo a Catedratico
(From Slave to Professor).65
According to available records, on average, fifteen Cuban students entered
Tuskegee annually between 1898 and 1920.66 The most Cuban students to enter the
Institute in one given year was twenty-three, in 1905-1906. Some students hailed from
outside Havana, such as Ramon Sanchez from Bacaoa, Francisco and Lorenso Martinez
from Matanzas, and Alphonso and Pedro Nunez from Sagna.
Cubans entered Tuskegee hoping to secure an education that would prepare them
both mentally and physically for social and economic advancement. In a letter written to
the Tampa Morning Tribune a young Cuban, M. A. Montejo, wrote, “We Cubans have
come here in search of personal freedom, in return for which we brought with us capital,
talent, honest labor, and morality.”67
Students from Cuba were attracted to Tuskegee because of its pragmatic approach
to education and focus on industrial development. Since emancipation, Cuban society
rapidly advanced past outdated colonial curricula. New modes of learning including
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technical training, new science programs, and new methods in commerce demanded new
skills and a new type of training. One Cuban spoke of the necessity of modern training:
“The instruction we need most —technological and industrial— does not exist in Cuba.”
In order for Cubans to play any substantive role in future Cuban development, education
abroad became quintessential. Cuban activist Arturo Rosell concluded, “If we can not
get our youth out of here for education abroad, what fate awaits us?”68
Aspiring Cuban students sought to enter Tuskegee, learn a trade, and return home
to Cuba to begin work at their trade or in a school setting. Fernando Calderon expressed
his eagerness to Booker T. Washington to help elevate his economic and social condition,
“I am very anxious to be at your school as I want to possess a trade so I could do better
than what I am doing now.”69
Tuskegee had renowned industrial and agricultural programs, led by men such as
architect Robert R. Taylor and scientist George Washington Carver.70 Antonio Cestero
hoped to benefit from an industrial education at Tuskegee. He wrote, “Last July, I left
my home for this country with the aim of getting some education along the art of
painting.”71 Although a natural painter, Antonio had never received any formal training
and hoped Tuskegee could fill that void. He wrote Washington, “I kindly ask if you will
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assist me in obtaining a scholarship so that I may attend… art school in the country to
educate myself and be able to be of some service to my race.”72
The letters from Afro-Cubans suggest that learning a trade was not training for a
submissive generation. Many of the Afro-Cubans sought opportunities to advance their
status. One student, Armanda F. Marrero, spent three years in the Architectural Drawing
Division between 1906 and 1909. Upon graduation, Marrero looked for opportunities to
receive higher education after finishing his course at Tuskegee. “Having been favored
with a scholarship of four years by the Cuban Government, which expires next July, and
wishing to obtain another one with which to finish my course in Architecture at the
Armour Institute of Technology, Chicago, Ill., I am asking you to please recommend me
to the Cousejo Provincial (Council of the Province of Havanna) in order that I may be
able to secure another scholarship for four years.”73 Taylor complied and recommended
Marrero as a “good industrious young man.”
Many Cuban students maintained close relationships with Afro-Cuban patriots.
They also maintained cultural and social pride. These attributes contributed to the
emerging identity of Cuban students at Tuskegee. It undeniably became a major reason
as to why some Cuban students had difficulty adjusting to the strict guidelines and stern
expectations outlined by Tuskegee administrators. Constant drill, extended study hours,
manual labor through trade school, curfews, excessive fines, suspensions, and demerits
made life at Tuskegee extremely difficult for them.
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At the request of the “whole student body,” Manuel Gutirez wrote to Washington
to give “an idea of how I am treated in this institution.” Gutirez found himself in what he
concluded a “miserable condition.” Although Gutirez and his cohorts were granted full
scholarships by Major Leonard Wood, the Dean of Students refused to adhere to
scholarship stipulations. Gutirez wrote, “At present, I am in need of everything. I find
myself with nothing to wear and barefooted.” He added to his complaint, “I also had an
order from the Doctor to have my tooth filled and I am suffering with the tooth-ache
because the school’s Treasurer did not want to put an O.K to the other; all these things
will discourage a man in school.”74
Gutirez issued a stern warning for the school: “I want to go home next summer,
and carry good tidings to the people of my community, and of those of the whole island
and also bring more to be educated, but if treatment that the Cubans as a whole are
getting here goes on these way I will have to write to him who recommended me here
and to my people.”75 One letter demonstrates the degree of difficulty Cuban students had
in retrieving proper supplies for school. Delfin Valdes wrote in 1906 to Washington after
having his initial request for supplies denied: “Mr. Washington I am in my third year and
the work which I have to do is to be drawn accurate and by lack of good instruments it is
impossible for me to do my work as well as I could do it.”76
A letter written by Julio Despaigne further demonstrates how Afro-Cuban
students responded to the difficulties adjusting to life at Tuskegee. Afro-Cuban requests
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to enroll in music classes were high. Despaigne informed the administration that, “those
who were learning music not because they like it but to work less hours in the day.” He
informed Washington that often times they use the excuse of not knowing English to
break the rules, stating, “They do not know English but they know when they do wrong
and when they do right.” Washington’s idea of Cuban assimilation into the Tuskegee
ethos did not include broken rules, dodging work and class, and active resistance. The
example of student conflict and resistance demonstrates that the transition into the
Tuskegee way of life was extremely challenging.
Despaigne highlighted the conflicts over the issue of accepting the Tuskegee
spirit. He wrote, “They says all those [who] try to be right all the time are slaves of you
[Washington] and of Tuskegee.” He believed that several adjustments would make the
process of social adjustment smoother. First, Despaigne believed, newly arrived foreign
students should be kept in separate dorms from those already at the institution. He
argued that often the older students had a somewhat negative influence on newer
students. Second, he suggested Spanish-speaking students be taught only by Americans,
which lends evidence that foreign teachers having taught at the school as early as 1904.
Despaigne remained at Tuskegee until his graduation in 1908. His advice proved
valuable for creating a “more suitable” atmosphere, not only for Spanish-speaking
students but for foreign students as a whole. The administration readily adhered to
Despaigne’s advice. Washington forwarded the letter to Major Julius Ramsey, the
Commander of Cadets, emphasizing, “It contains many matters that will be valuable to
keep in mind.”77
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Parents from Cuba worried at times about their children’s well being at Tuskegee.
One parent, Paula Reyes, wrote a letter to Washington after failing to receive several
receipts of tuition payments. She was also concerned as to whether her child had
adequate clothing and was in good health. She urged the Principal: “In case you have not
given him the money from past month please do so.”78 Still, she believed that her child
would benefit from being at Tuskegee. Reyes wrote, “I would like that you see after him,
just as if you were his father.”79 This was no isolated occurrence. Elestero Saldatorez,
father of Estaban Saldatorez, wrote a four-page letter expressing his concerns over his
son’s treatment and behavior. In this case, Esteban was having difficulty adjusting to the
school’s stringent expectations. His father wrote, “You should know that I sent him up to
you to become a learned man; I am a poor man and work hard, really hard, to get his stay
the[a]r.” Like Paula Reyes, Saldatorez had faith in the administrators, urging them to
care for his son. “Do me the favor of seeing that his teachers make him do his best; they
may use whichever means they may choose.”80 The Cubans put their hopes and dreams
on the younger generation to succeed in this new venture.
Criminal behavioral issues became a major concern for Tuskegee officials.
“Discipline of the Cuban Students is in Question,” stated the Executive Council.
Emmett J. Scott reported on a recent incident involving Alberto Rojas of Remedios,
Cuba, a member of the ‘C’ prepatory class. “Alberto Roja one of the Cuban students a
very small boy, about 13 years old, last week stole from Mrs. J. B. Washington a watch.
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He and Julian Valdes proceeded into town and sold the watch to a Jew for Five Dollars,
dividing the proceeds. Mr. J. B. Washington had the boy arrested, and he was in jail but
Major Ramsey was able to secure his release and the return of the watch by returning the
$5.00 to the Jew.”81 Behavioral issues escalated as more violent crimes began to surface.
Black Americans were not always receptive to foreign students. Some Blacks
from elite families looked down upon transplant students. Others simply refused to share
a cultural space. It is difficult to trace the origins of this particular conflict, but in 1899,
indignant screams of “Kill that Black Cuban” echoed across the sloping hills of Tuskegee
Institute. Several days of confrontation between Tuskegee’s native-born African
American population and migrant Cuban students resulted in firearms being brandished.
James German, a young student from McCellanville, South Carolina, had pulled a gun,
provided by a faculty member, and set his targets on two Afro-Cuban students, Pedro
Salina and Guillermo Antonio Fernandez.
Six Cuban students reported their “straight unbiased account” of the disturbance,
which boiled over after several days of minor incidents. One Sunday, they were asked to
stop playing baseball, but after consulting the student handbook and finding no written
rule against playing on Sundays, the students went out and began playing a second time.
That Monday, the students skipped breakfast, asserting, “There was nothing but bacon
and cold biscuits warmed over… So we decided to go down to the farm and hunt
something to eat.” The farm, however, was off campus and the administration was left
uninformed as to the students’ whereabouts. This resulted in the issuing of a search
party. In all, it took four hours to find the missing students. That following day, J. M.
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Greene attempted to throw the leader of the pack, John Gomez, in jail for his role the
previous day. The Cubans, fearing what would happen to Gomez under the eye of the
Americans, refused to allow Gomez to be thrown in jail; chaos ensued.
As Greene walked Gomez to the jailhouse, the remaining Cubans, including Sixto
Rodriquez, Alfredo Perez, Carlos Rivera, Guillermo Fernandez, and Delfin and Julian
Valdes rushed out and attacked Mr. Greene. During the scuffle, James German brutally
attacked Rodriquez, causing injuries severe enough to land him in the school infirmary
for several days. Then Alonzo Kenniebrew, the school physician, encouraged American
students to threaten and intimidate Spanish students. The students reported, “Dr.
Kenniebrew, German and the boys that worked in the kitchen came up behind us as we
were going and remarked that we had a pistol and told him to “kill that black Cuban.” As
the Cuban boys threw up their hands in fear for their lives, Warren Logan, Tuskegee’s
first treasurer, intervened, telling German not to shoot. Kenniebrew, who warned the
American students to “protect themselves from those Cubans,” had provided the weapon
that German used.82
The tension continued over the next few days. One student reported, “The
following morning after Gomez and I came out of the Guard House some of the students
said to us that Dr. Kenniebrew said he was going to kill Gomez and I.” Moreover, the
students reported that “everywhere on the school grounds they went, the kitchen boys
would pick and annoy us, and said that they had orders from Dr. Kenniebrew to do so.”
The Cuban students objected to their treatment and wrote to Washington in hopes of
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finding a resolution. “When Mr. Jackson went to Cuba he told our parents we would be
treated all right up here.”
The students were so disappointed with their experiences at Tuskegee that they
started to write the New York Herald about the mistreatment of foreign students on the
campus. However, the students stopped, citing the better cause of Tuskegee’s overall
mission. “When we reflected and thought of the harm it would do to the school, we
refrained from doing so; especially on your account, because you are responsible for us
and we do not want to put you in any trouble,” they wrote to Washington. They put their
faith in him to bring due justice to their concerns, Washington responded in a letter
shortly thereafter that “The committee also decided that justice to the Cuban students
demands that they be informed by the Principal that this institution does not countenance
such actions on the part of its teachers.” Shortly thereafter, Dr. Kenniebrew was relieved
of his duties.83 The process of creating multicultural education at Tuskegee was not easy
for students, administrators, or especially Cuban students.
Warnings and suspension records also demonstrate the frequency with which
Cuban students found themselves in trouble. Emileo Trenard was a “dangerous character
who likes to fight all the time.”84 Two months out of the spring semester, Juan Alvarez
was reported for “a reported unexcused absence from school. When Alvarez returned in
the fall, he caused even more trouble. Alvarez received citations for “disorder in study
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hours,’ and for “leaving study hour unexpected.” Earlier that month, Alvarez was written
up for repeatedly refusing to go to school.” Only a few days earlier, the Executive
Council cited Alvarez for “remaining out of academic classes without an excuse.” By
November and December, Alvarez committed more openly defiant offenses for “refusing
to obey commands” and “gross abuse of school property.” He was ultimately suspended
for “using profane language to a teacher in drawing class.”85 Coincidently this was the
same class that he had been skipping for the past several weeks.
The learning curve was not adjusted for Cuban students, who were expected to
meet all Institute requirements. In many cases underperforming students were expelled
and either sent home or allowed to find work for themselves. Such was the case of
Joaquin Hernandez. His grandfather, Mr. J. Delmanti, begged for his son to remain
enrolled in school despite a subpar effort. Washington responded, “I regret that your
grandson, Joaquin Hernandez has been very neglectful in regard to his school duties and
has repeatedly absented himself from his work, mechanical drawing as well as his
academic classes.”86 Due to his lack of progress, the Executive Council dropped
Hernandez from the school.
Still, many Cuban students thrived during their stay at Tuskegee. One Cuban
supporter wrote, “I have a great pleasure to write you in demonstration of my gratitude
for the work that you are doing in favor of ‘our race,’ hoping that good and great deal of
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our young people are taking such opportunities.”87 Cuban students added to the culture at
the school. These students celebrated numerous Cuban holidays, and included other
students in their celebration. A Cuban committee wrote to the Executive Council, “The
Cuban Students have by request of your kindness to grant them permission to celebrate…
now the 3rd anniversary of the unification of the Cuban republic.”88 The students
requested to have a reception in one of the assembly halls. The Cuban students
specifically requested that the “Puerto Rican young ladies” be permitted to attend the
reception.
Cubans were integrated into campus life at Tuskegee. A Cuban and Puerto Rican
club was organized; several Cuban students contributed to the school paper the Tuskegee
Student and even introduced Cuban holidays (Cuban Independence). to the school.
Celebrations continued for as long as Cuban students remained at Tuskegee. In 1909,
although students requested a full day off, they were only allowed time to celebrate for
half a day, from 12:00 to 8:30 that night.89 Although cultural incompatibilities
occasionally manifested themselves, the primary obstacles Cuban students had to
overcome centered on school administrators. Also, home life back in Cuba often
complicated financial security at Tuskegee. One student wrote, “I have been here two
terms and I am working every day, but my health does not help me in my purpose for
every month I had to go to the hospital. Now, my people who used to assist me are in a
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sad condition with the distraction of my home.”90 This particular student petitioned the
school to receive a vacant scholarship made available for Cuban students. She wished to
persevere through her tumultuous period, noting the school’s general “kindness” and
“encouragement.” She reaffirmed her goals, “I will be able to study, and I will be a
worthy representative of Tuskegee when I go to Cuba.”91
Tuskegee alumni returned to Cuba not only equipped with new skills and
knowledge, but also returned as activists. In this space, returning alum operated under a
new purpose and with new, progressive expectations.
Many Cuban students attained the necessary skills to be successful and productive
citizens while at Tuskegee. Students like Juan Gomez, Thomas Austin, and Luis Valdez
came to personify both the Tuskegee spirit and Cuba Libre. Many students, like Gomez
and Valdez, returned to Cuba to become successful teachers, professionals and leaders of
a new generation. Valdez graduated with a degree in architecture in 1908. He returned
to Cuba to begin a successful career as an architect. Valdes became a founding member
of Club Atena, the most prominent Afro-Cuban Society.92
The Cuban-Tuskegee connection forces a reconsideration of how Washington’s
program of uplift is ultimately assessed. Tuskegee was not simply ”schooling for the
new slavery.” Afro-Cubans interpreted the Tuskegee spirit for themselves. More
importantly, however, they used Tuskegee’s resources to redefine themselves and carve
out space in the new Cuba. These students merged Washington’s message of uplift with
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independence and nationalist teachings of Juan Gomez and other Afro-Cuban patriots in
their own way lifted themselves up through education at Tuskegee.
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Chapter Two
“No Heights too Great to Ascend”: Puerto Ricans at Tuskegee
Prior to 1898, Booker T. Washington had only two experiences working with
ethnic student populations. His first was at Hampton Institute as headmaster of Native
American students. His second was at Tuskegee in 1892 and 1897. In those two years
the school had accepted its first foreign students, a student from West Africa and another
from the British West Indies. By 1898, however, the first group of foreign students
arrived en masse, including a number from Puerto Rico. Their entry signaled the
beginning of a long history of Puerto Rican and African American relations at Tuskegee.
The Puerto Rican-Tuskegee program represents an important but overlooked
dimension in the narrative of African American and Afro-Caribbean relations. Compared
to Black Anglophones, African descendents living throughout Latin American (or
Spanish controlled colonies) countries were much slower to identify with constructions of
“blackness.” Examining the experiences of Black Puerto Ricans at Tuskegee thereby
presents a unique challenge to understanding the construction of racial versus ethnic
identity, and in understanding Afro-diasporic activism.
Between 1898 and 1915, Tuskegee became a space where Puerto Rican students
engaged in a process of cultural exchange. They traveled across the American South,
encountered Jim Crow, and carved out a new identity and meaning for their lives.
Puerto Rican migration to the American South was a unique phenomenon.
Although numerous accounts of Caribbean migration to Northern cities such as Harlem
abound, few account for Puerto Rican movement to the American South. Puerto Ricans
were pushed by social and economic needs. Their experience differs from those of Cuban
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migrants, in that mobility to and from the United States was encouraged and pushed by
both the American and Puerto Rican government. By 1910, 1,513 Puerto Ricans had
migrated to the United States. Of that number approximately 36.6%, or 554, landed in
New York.1 Examining the experience of Puerto Rican travelers to the South gives
voice to the diversity among Puerto Rican experiences and allows for a richer analysis of
Puerto Rican communities.
Racial caste in Puerto Rico originated under the Spanish crown. Legislation
created and sustained racial stratification during and long after the dissolution of the
colonial era. Caste and commercial capitalism further advanced a system of racial
prejudice in colonial Puerto Rico. The Society of Castes (Sociedad or Régemen de
Castas) consisted of five primary castes: whites (which included people of mixed blood
legally considered white); Indians; Mestizos (mixed white and Indian blood); free people
of color; and slaves.2 By the end of the eighteenth century, only three castes prevailed:
white, free people of color, and slave.
Puerto Rico’s caste system was fluid. In comparative terms, it was also less fixed
than American constructions of race. Whiteness did not necessarily equate to a higher
social status, nor did blackness automatically equate to a sentence of low economic or
political status. However, whites and Mestizos were the only caste with access to
prestigious professions and positions in political offices. In essence, the free Black
1
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population was considered among the “contaminated castes” and thereby ruled ineligible
for public office. In order to attain equal rights, Puerto Ricans falling under this caste
were charged with providing legal documentation proving “free and legitimate descent
from four generations.” Nearly impossible to prove, full citizenship and economic
opportunity became, for all intents and purposes, unattainable.3
The 1812 Constitution of Cádiz (Spanish Cortes), the governing code for Spanishcontrolled colonies, declared that all men (including freed slaves) born and resident in
Spanish territories be classified as Spaniards. Article 22, however, excluded citizenship
for anyone classified under color caste. Article 22, then, barred free people of color from
voting in elections, or from being counted for purposes of representation. It also
excluded people from colored castes from holding municipal positions. Governor Juan
Prim’s May 1848 decrees further institutionalized a series of laws similar in scope to
Black Codes of the American South. Jay Kinsbruner calls this decree the “nadir” of
racially inspired prejudice and discrimination in Puerto Rico.4 Ultimately, systemic
discriminatory practices stunted opportunities and created endemic structural deficiencies
in the social and economic fabric on the island.
Spanish colonial legislation was broad in both intent and application. Racial
prejudice made socio-economic mobility nearly impossible for free people of color. This
impacted a significant percentage of people on the island. Free people of color
constituted nearly half of Puerto Rico’s population. In 1820, for example, freedmen
made up 50.9% of the population compared to only 7.9% in the U.S. By the end of the
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twentieth century, prejudice and racial discrimination had become permanently fixed in
Puerto Rican society. Free people of African descent who had not assimilated into the
island’s white establishment were constantly reminded of their inferior status.5
Puerto Rico’s independence movement sought major social, educational, and
political reforms. Politically, leaders considered three paths of action: assimilation into
Spain as a province; an autonomous charter that would allow extensive local
administration; or complete independence from imperial rule.6 The people opted for
complete independence. In 1898, at the end of the Spanish American War, the United
States annexed Puerto Rico.
The American occupation of Puerto Rico can be divided into three phases. The
first period was that of military action until peace was reached on August 14, 1898. The
second was the interim period, up to the Treaty of Paris on April 11, 1899. During the
first two periods, the U.S. advanced military aims under international law, setting the
stage for the last and critical period. Under the Treaty of Paris, the U.S. was obligated to
determine the civil rights of Puerto Ricans and the political status of Puerto Rico.7
General Nelson Miles expressed the intent of the American government to extend
civil and human rights throughout the island. On July 28, 1898, he proclaimed, “We
have not come to bring war against a people which has been oppressed for centuries;
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but… to bring protection… and bestowing upon you the guarantees and the blessings of
the liberal institutions of our government.”8
The response to American occupation was mixed.9 Many Puerto Ricans hoped
that annexation to the U.S. would bring about an improved socio-political status.
American occupation, however, ushered in a period of volatile race relations in both the
public and political sphere. New racialized formations emerged out of the United States’
own colonial past and early nation-building processes. Many Puerto Rican critics of U.S.
imperialism contested occupation. Puerto Rican newspapers such as the El Combate
agreed that islanders needed to be uplifted, but argued against racialized domination that
would inevitably come with occupation. Although Puerto Ricans viewed race as an
exclusively American problem, racial issues manifested throughout the island as a direct
outcome of the new U.S. imperial framework.10
As spoils of the Spanish American War, the United States acquired territories
from the islands of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines. The American government
viewed Puerto Rico as the “favorite” of the territories, primarily because occupation was
accepted faster than in Cuba and the Philippines. Unlike Cubans, who waged guerilla
wars against the U. S., Puerto Ricans, for the most part, welcomed American
benevolence. Laura Briggs notes that, “Political cartoons from the period depict Puerto
Rico as a polite schoolchild, sometimes female, in contrast to the ruffian boys Cuba and
8
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the Philippines.”11 However, the U.S. occupation transformed Puerto Rico’s economy
and politics. U.S. corporations exploited Puerto Rican labor forces and projected notions
of inferiority onto Puerto Rican peoples.
Opportunists viewed the shifting political circumstances as ripe for opportunities
to create new lines of racial identity and categorization. Conservative members of the
Puerto Rican elite saw annexation as an opportunity to “whiten” the island. In a March
1901 letter to the governor, Ramon de Castro Rivera urged authorities to encourage U.S.
companies to recruit Black Puerto Ricans for migrant work abroad. His intent was not to
help Black Puerto Ricans find work, but rather to forcefully remove them from the island.
Migration, then, was proposed as a vehicle for disposing Puerto Rico’s undesirable black
population.12
These efforts were largely unsuccessful. Hawaiian sugar planters, U.S. investors
in Cuba, and the governments of the Dominican Republic, Panama, and Ecuador
absorbed Puerto Rican workers. Simultaneously, numerous black workers from French
and British controlled colonies, attracted by the revitalized sugar economy, swarmed to
the island. The steady flow of Black Caribbean workers further reoriented the island’s
racial makeup.13
Fluid racial demographics presented a problem for American expansionists.
Although the U.S. government sought to transform the Puerto Rican geography to meet
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economic interests, officials first had to develop a plan for the region’s people of color.
In 1898, blacks constituted a third of the entire island. President William McKinley
launched a racialized program intended to transform darker peoples of the island into
upstanding American citizens. U.S. officials justified occupation, suggesting that they
were extending citizenship and democracy. Thus, in the eyes of American officials,
American expansion promoted social benefit. Yet political motivations rested at the very
heart of American intentions.14
Puerto Ricans themselves were not consulted in the signing of the Treaty of
Paris, the 1898 legislation that gave U.S. complete rule over Puerto Rico. One American
official boasted, “It would be much better for [Puerto Rico] to come at once under the
beneficent sway of the United States than to engage in doubtful experiments at selfgovernment, and there is reason to believe that her people would prefer it.” He
elaborated, “it would be in accordance with the genius of our institutions to accord them
self-government in local affairs as soon and as far as they showed themselves capable of
it.”
Issues of class structure and immigration reform were chief issues of concern to
the people of Puerto Rico. Education, however, became the primary tool for achieving
social mobility. High illiteracy rates, along with few secondary schools and institutions
of higher learning, left the people of Puerto Rico in a state of educational poverty.
Persons of color were grossly affected by limited educational opportunities in Puerto
Rico. Some fortunate students found opportunity to travel to universities in Santo
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Domingo, Venezuela, and Mexico.15 Some Puerto Ricans such as Ramón Emeterio
Betances managed to receive training in Europe. These cases are special exceptions to
the rule. Overall, opportunities to receive education were scarce. Paths to rudimentary
literacy did exist for Puerto Rico’s Black population, although to a far lesser extant than
for whites or Mestizos.16
Secondary education in Puerto Rico closely resembled the educational state of
Blacks in the South. Commissioner of education, Martin Brumbaugh notes that although
Black Puerto Ricans performed well in imitative studies such as drawing, reading, and
writing, “they did not show marked ability where constructive thought was required.”17
The Catholic Church, however, contested these assumptions. Archbishop Chapelle and
Bishop Blenk addressed the bigoted generalizations made by Brumbaugh and the insular
government. They argued that although Puerto Ricans may be illiterate, they were not
however, ignorant as made to appear by government reports. “On the contrary,” Chapelle
wrote, “the Puerto Ricans as a rule are intelligent, quite able to earn a living in
agricultural pursuits, in the mechanical arts and many… are fitted to fulfill the duties of
citizenship.18 The Bishop maintained that Puerto Ricans were “intelligent” and “highly
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cultured” but argued that any successful attempt at educational reform must be sparked
from within.19
On December 7, 1899, an insular Board of Education was established. It
consisted of nine members: three residents of San Juan and six representatives from the
remaining six districts. Brumbaugh, although committed to imperialist principals,
became essential to education and statehood on the island. He aimed to preserve Spanish
heritage while merging English customs into the fold. He championed the use of Spanish
in elementary schools and English in secondary schools. The preservation of Spanish
cultural traditions was of primary importance to the people of Puerto Rico.
On February 4, 1899, General John Eaton was appointed superintendent of public
instruction. The new system met with many difficulties. Inadequate numbers of welltrained personnel, insufficient and poorly equipped schools, rampant poverty, and
linguistic and religious barriers impeded educational gains throughout the island.20
The American government took several measures to ensure the process of
acculturation. They improved methods of public health, science, and technology.
Millions of dollars were spent developing and creating educational opportunities in
Puerto Rico and in opening doors of access to educational institutions in the U.S. A
public school system was established in 1898, a Normal school for teacher education
started in 1900, and, the University of Puerto Rico began in 1903. By 1904, the first
Puerto Rican alumni of Tuskegee began teaching at these institutions.21
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In contrast to the Cuba-Tuskegee program, the Puerto Rican-Tuskegee program
was largely top-down. On the one hand, the insular Puerto Rican government in
conjunction with American occupying forces collaborated to initiate a program that
would recruit and send students to the mainland. Over time, however, nationalist leaders
such as Antonio Maceo and Jose Barbosa became instrumental in recruiting and
financing Puerto Rican students to enter Tuskegee.22
President McKinley articulated his plan for Puerto Rico. He called it “benevolent
assimilation:”
Finally, it should be the earnest wish and paramount aim of
the military administration to win the confidence, respect,
and affection of the inhabitants of the [islands] by assuring
them in every possible way that full measure of individual
rights and liberties which is the heritage of free peoples,
and by proving to them that the mission of the United
States is one of benevolent assimilation substituting the
mild sway of justice and right for arbitrary rule.23
President of Harvard University Charles Eliot echoed McKinley’s sentiments: “I
am inclined to the belief that we shall be able to do to Cuba and Porto Rico some good;
though to do so we shall have to be better very much our previous and existing practices
in dealing with inferior peoples.”24 The only educational approach suitable, according to
Eliot, would be a similar system already employed for the education of Native
Americans, Africans, and African-Americans.25 The “Report of the Commissioner of
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Education for Puerto Rico” recorded that “The desire to be educated in the United States
is widespread. Hundreds of young men and women have petitioned me for assistance.”26
McKinley placed responsibility for the development of Puerto Rican education
into the hands of government officials. These officials were paramount in the
development of the Tuskegee-Puerto Rican program. General John Eaton, a proponent of
freedmen education at the end of the Civil War, was appointed as the island’s first
Commissioner of Education. Eaton was a friend of the Carlisle Indian Industrial School
and sent several students there to be educated. His successor, Martin Brumbaugh,
expanded the program. He recommended the colonial legislature annually establish
scholarships for forty-five students to study in the U.S. He designated Carlisle, Hampton,
and Tuskegee as the schools of choice. All were industrial schools for students of color.
Booker T. Washington contemplated the possibility of accepting the extension of
his program to include Puerto Ricans. Washington, Brumbaugh, and Eaton believed
Tuskegee would help fill “industrial niches” on the poverty stricken island. Frank
Carpenter of the Memphis Commercial Appeal interviewed Washington concerning the
development of the natives of Puerto Rico.27 Carpenter asked, “Whether institutes like
[Tuskegee] would not do much to make these people good American citizens?”28
Washington responded, “I doubt whether another method can be adopted which will soon
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accomplish the desired results.”29 What in fact were these “desired results?” Who was
dictating what those results should be, and how much control did Washington possess?
Washington affirmed, “There is only one solution of the race problem, and that is to show
the people how they can support themselves, to educate their hands, as well as their
heads; to give them mental and religious culture, and at the same time industrial
training.”30 He maintained his stance that industrial education would be adaptable for
Puerto Ricans just like it had been for blacks living in the South.
Plans progressed to cement the Tuskegee-Puerto Rican program. Brumbaugh was
essential in connecting Washington with governmental efforts to educate Puerto Ricans.
In one of his earliest communications with Washington, Brumbaugh declared:
The Legislature of Porto Rico has recently made provision
to send from this island to your school and to Hampton,
VA., and to similar institutions, twenty boys and girls who
will be able to leave this island as soon after July 1st as you
advise in view of the conditions at your school. How many
of these twenty can you receive, and at what cost per
capita, and under what conditions would you be willing to
accept them? It is my desire to send as many as you can
accommodate, as I believe you are doing the best work for
the colored race that is now being done anywhere in the
United States.31
The legislative assembly of Puerto Rico enacted two laws essential to the
implementation of the Puerto Rican-Tuskegee program, House Bill 35 and Council Bill
12. These laws provided guaranteed funding for the education of Puerto Rican students in
the United States. Washington requested $150 for the scholarships. Brumbaugh
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promised $250 per student.32 Initially, the Puerto Rican government handpicked each
student. Aspirants were expected to pass vigorous qualifying examinations, consisting of
English composition, U.S. and Puerto Rican history, arithmetic, and geography. One
hundred sixty-one aspirants sat for the exam the first round. Only twenty-five were
initially selected; all were male. Each year the program expanded. In 1900, 129 men and
women were selected for entry; all were financially covered.
The bills also declared that scholarship students be allowed to attend any school
approved by the President of the Senate, the Speaker of the House, and the Commissioner
of Education. However, students were mandated to pursue industrial education and
“return to Puerto Rico to assist in the industrial development of Porto Rico.33 Students
maintained a home in Puerto Rico, while simultaneously working out a new life in
America.
The passage of Council Bill 12 signaled Tuskegee’s first government supported
partnership to recruit foreign students. With government backing, Puerto Rican students
entered at a higher and more consistent rate than other foreign students. By 1901,
sixteen students arrived from various parts of Puerto Rico, including Ponce, Aguadilla
and Mayagaliez. Students such as Edward R. Davila of Yabucoa, Micaella Ellis of Ciales,
and Fibiana Lopez of Fasarda left their homes in Puerto Rico for Tuskegee. In 1903,
Puerto Rican enrollment increased to ten. By 1906, there were twenty-two students.
Booker T. Washington, “Industrial Education for Cuban Negroes,” Christian Register,
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From 1906 to 1909 enrollment remained steady between nineteen and twenty-five
students annually. The largest Puerto Rican class entered in 1909 and had thirty-two
students.
Brumbaugh’s successor, Samuel McCune Lindsey of the University of
Pennsylvania, believed schools such as Tuskegee were exercising a great influence in the
South. He maintained that, “They furnish a liberal education to all who apply by having
arrangements whereby a student can pay his way through the school.”34 Another
important figure in the creation of the program was José Celso Barbosa. Barbosa, an
Afro-Puerto Rican, University of Michigan alum, and trained physician, became a
political leader on the island. He adopted and disseminated a similar program to
Washington of moral uplift and economic efficiency. He wrote, “All my work here is to
impress my people with the idea they need to be educated, save money, and to raise their
moral standard.”35
Barbosa’s significance to the creation of the program cannot be overstated. His
endorsement of Council Bill 12 was paramount in validating government efforts.36 In
exchange for his support, Barbosa was given power to ensure the selection of a diverse
group. Out of 126 Puerto Rican students, sixty-three came from the largest cities: San
Juan, Ponce, and Mayagüez.37 Ponce, the second most populous city, boasted a robust
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black and mulatto community. It served as a breeding ground for scholarship recipients.
Students such as Monserrate Mercado, Rafael Ramos Antonini, Lola Tizol Laguardia,
and Berenice Auerelia Rodriquez all came from Ponce.
Washington’s political connections also proved beneficial in the development of
the program. Northern philanthropists bought into the idea of training Puerto Rican
students and offered financial support. Carol Phelps Stokes wrote, “I am glad you feel
encouraged as to this foreign element and also as very much pleased to know work goes
on well.” She continued, “I shall be delighted to contribute for the expenses of the boys
this year.”38
Phelps extended the parameters of The Roberts Memorial Endowment a prior
scholarship already endowed by her family on behalf of African students, to include
financial support for Puerto Ricans. On April 8, 1900, Stokes delivered a check to
Tuskegee for $4,000 for the “expenses of the new girls.” Hoping the Roberts scholarship
would always be available; Stokes contributed an additional $500. 39 Future financial
contributions were contingent upon satisfactory progress of Puerto Rican students. She
reminded Washington that, “If these young men prove themselves desirable students we
will provide for their tuition another year.”40 Still, the primary source of financial
support came from the Puerto Rican Department of Education.
The Department cooperated with Tuskegee administrators to handle all financial
matters, including complaints made by scholarship recipients. Early complaints surfaced
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in light of confusion of how incoming funds were to be managed. Tuskegee
administration aimed to handle all financial matters on behalf of Puerto Rican students.
Puerto Rican students, however, desired direct access to scholarship funds. Another
student voiced his frustration when his clothes were misplaced at the laundry facilities.
When confronted about the issue, Major Ramsey condescendingly admonished the
student to use the money from “back home.” Major Ramsey grew frustrated at Puerto
Ricans’ frequent request for clothing and supplies. He felt students had too much money
for clothing and was frustrated with the spending power of scholarship students. The
students, however, were quick to remind Major Ramsey that “you can see that if the
government send us here is because our people are poor and can not pay our expenses.”41
A more specific instance of financial dispute is evident in the case of Salvador
Barea, a young student from San German. After successfully satisfying financial
requirements for the year, Barea actually overpaid and was owed a refund. He called on
the Department of Education to have the excess funds transferred directly to him. The
Tuskegee administration balked. The Department of Education forced Tuskegee’s hand
to return the money to Barea. Louis Delfin had informed Barea that according to the
Department of Education, “scholarship law states there is no provision for its return in
case it is not all used by the student.” 42 Shortly thereafter a check written out for Barea in
the amount of $54.40 was delivered to the student.43
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Barea was not the only student to take issue with how funds were disbursed by the
school treasury. A group of Puerto Rican students wrote Washington, “This was our
intention [a] long time ago; but decided to notify you today that we have money to our
credit in the treasury.”44 Seven students including Barea signed the petition.
On May 16, a very concerned Washington urged the Commissioner to curtail the
direct streamline of financial resources to Puerto Rican students. Washington added, “I
venture to suggest that these checks be sent directly to our treasurer as in the past, so that
we may keep some oversight of their expenditures.”45 He added, “When the money is
sent directly to them, we are unable to do this.”46 Apparently the issue went unresolved
as Washington penned yet another letter, this time to Charles P. Hill, paymaster of Puerto
Rican Department of Education. Washington reassured the Department that, “We have
nothing in view but the highest good for these young people on the whole, the Porto
Rican students are making a good record this year, better than ever, but there is always
danger in young persons being spoiled if they have the handling of too much cash.”
Washington assured Hill, “we treat them just the same as we would our own students.
We never refuse to let them have money for any legitimate purpose.”47
At the core of the conflict, however, was a much larger issue of cultural
amalgamation and Puerto Rican resistance to it. In Washington’s opinion, Puerto Rican
students wasted their money on frivolous and extravagant expenditures, especially
44
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clothing. Washington failed to respect the cultural traditions of entering Puerto Rican
students. Puerto Rican students’ seeming obsession with appearance provides a vehicle to
understanding cultural change, perception, and the Puerto Rican spirit. Puerto Rican
women, for example, maintained an interest especially in fashion and in their
appearances. Regina Root notes, “Among Puerto Rican women, there had always been a
great interest in dress and a great deal of money, when available, went into the
purchasing of clothing.”48
Washington expressed his concerns to Commissioner Lindsey that, “Puerto Rican
students like to dress gaudily and extravagantly, to spend much time in powdering their
faces.”49 One student charged Washington, “Why is it Mr. Washington, that when we ask
for clothes or anything we need, we are asked so many questions and sometimes [don’t]
get it?” Puerto Ricans were expected to conform to the school’s dress code, and dress the
same as all other students.50
Because extravagant and flashy dressing also clashed with the administration’s
ideal of respectability, Washington moved to put a cap on student spending. For Puerto
Rican students, the lack of freedom to select their own clothing created additional
conflict. Coerced into accepting a more “American style” of dress, Puerto Rican students
actively resisted. F. A. Scarano commented that “They may have exchanged their
mantillas for hats, but the constant sight of the folding fan or porta-abanico and the
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continuity of the eyelet “lace” with ribbon trim” demonstrates that Puerto Rican women
did not completely forfeit their Spanish heritage.51
Social and cultural transition occurred sometimes forcefully, through highly
enforced student guidelines and strict institutionalized expectations. Puerto Rican
women, however, communicated their Old Spanish roots while simultaneously
expressing their new identity as newly independent and educated women in society. The
initial clash over clothing then represents much more than an issue over financial
disbursement. It highlights the convergence of two opposing cultures.
Cultural constructs created by the raza iberoamericana were fluid mostly in part
to the island’s conglomerate demographics. The island’s unique social development
presents a difficult challenge in historicizing individual experiences of Puerto Ricans at
Tuskegee. As descendents of mulatto and free people of color, many of the Puerto Rican
students to enter Tuskegee minimized (although they did acknowledge) the impact of
racial hierarchies.
Puerto Rican culture emerged out of a unique space and through an evolving
process. National identity centered on a traditional agrarian past. It is a romanticized, yet
synthetic integration of indigenous Taino, Spanish, and African traditions. Black Puerto
Rican cultural traditions became grounded in the experiences of free artisans, domestic
laborers who lived and worked in urban centers, and of enslaved Africans who labored in
the cane fields. Puerto Rican culture became even more pronounced in resistance to
American occupation and through emigration.
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At Tuskegee, Puerto Ricans constantly battled to reconcile cultural assimilation
and national consciousness. Puerto Ricans were not so much against industrial education,
so long as it aided in the process of self-determination. However, Puerto Ricans idealized
their preindustrial rural past. That past was tied up in their long historical traditions. It
constituted an integral part of Puerto Rican national identity. In a symbolic effort to
maintain cultural hegemony, many Puerto Rican students demonized U.S.industrial
education.52 Students resisting Tuskegee culture often did so out of rejection of imperial
encroachment. By doing so, students believed they were demonstrating cultural
superiority over capitalism, imperialism, and assimilation.
Jose Barbosa, leader of Puerto Rico’s autonomy movement fought relentlessly to
destroy conceptions of racial differences. Barbosa vowed to do his “best to destroy such
work that [he] consider[ed] a wrong to [his] people.” He further explained his position to
Washington. Highlighting cultural and social differences between Puerto Rico and the U.
S Barbosa declared: “the negro problem here, is an easy one, we don’t have the
prejudices that you have to work against in that country. In every relation of life, our
people ha[ve] all the respect and all the help they want.”
Out of this social and economic climate, Black Puerto Ricans created vibrant
cultural expressions and institutions. Colorful music bands facilitated the creation of
Afro-Puerto Rican cultures. The black and mulatto artisanry formed the very heart of
Puerto Rican cultural community. In Ponce, for example, the city’s mulatto population
produced creative musicians and entertainers, of which emerged the popular ballroom
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music, the danza, which gained popularity all the way up the social ladder to the Creole
elite.53
Tuskegee student Rafael Ramos Antonini emerged out of Ponce’s long musical
tradition. His father Federico Ramos was a successful pianist, having performed with the
orchestra of Juan Morel Campos, the famous mulatto composer of danza. Antonini
introduced Ponce’s musical tradition during his time at Tuskegee. In one instance, as a
gift, Antonini presented Washington with his father’s musical compositions. His father
also aspired to enter Tuskegee. He offered to pay his way by putting on a concert to help
raise money for his expenses. The younger Antonini wrote, “my father is a poor man,
and his golden dream, always has been to come to Tuskegee Institute.“ He added, “all he
needs to come from Porto Rico and go again is $82.00… if you give him permission, he
will give a concert for the boys and the admission to that concert be for $.20 and then
with that money he will pay you it back the money you will lend him.”54
Ramos’s uncle, Pedro Albizo Campos, was one of the leaders of the 20th century
independista movement. His younger brother was Ernesto Ramos Antonini, the famous
labor activist, President of the House of Representatives of Puerto Rico, and co-founder
of the Partido Popular Democrático de Puerto Rico (Popular Democratic Party of Puerto
Rico). Ernesto inherited the musical tradition passed down from his father and brother.
Ernesto made his musical talents work for him, playing the piano to pay his way through
college and then through law school.
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The Antoninis were not exceptions; many Puerto Rican students at Tuskegee were
politically savvy. Jaime Bishop y Jackson, a Black Puerto Rican of Virgin Island
descent, brought with him a revolutionary spirit to Tuskegee. Born in San Juan to
immigrant parents from St. Croix, Bishop’s father fought and died in the Cuban War for
Independence (1895). He fought alongside Afro-Cuban patriots Quintín Banderas and
Antonio Maceo. Raised in San Juan, Bishop came under the tutelage of prominent Black
and mulatto Puerto Ricans such as Roberto H. Todd, the former mayor of San Juan.
Through the help of Todd and Maceo, Bishop made his way to Tuskegee in 1907,
where he studied agriculture. After graduating in 1913, Bishop found work in agronomy
and engineering. He maintained a close relationship with Cuban independence leader
Juan Gomez and became a labor activist for the Partido Socialista. Furthermore, Bishop
extended his political activities by becoming an activist for Marcus Garvey’s Universal
Negro Improvement Association (UNIA).55 Bishop attempted (unsuccessfully) to
organize a UNIA chapter in Santurce. Scholarship student Juana Beltran Rentas (19081910) also actively participated with the UNIA in San Juan. Rentas’s brother worked
alongside Bishop years later, writing for Garvey’s Negro World. These stories help
connect the experience of Afro-Caribbeans and African Americans across political, social
and cultural boundaries.
Cultural and political traditions from the island emerged in myriad ways for
Puerto Rican students at Tuskegee. Issues of respectability, informed by cultural and
political norms, often dictated student experiences. In 1902, for example a letter signed
by angry “Cubans and Puerto Ricans” arrived on Washington’s desk. Students mobilized
Reinaldo Roman, “Scandalous Race: Garveyism, the Bomba, and the Discourse of
Blackness in 1920s Puerto Rico,” Caribbean Studies 31 (January-June 2003), 213-259.
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to protest the mistreatment of fellow Puerto Rican Lola Tizol, a female student from
Ponce.
Tizol leveled allegations that school administrators physically beat her for failing
to attend chapel services. The letter declared, “we are going to act as men do, we are by
your request to laid the case before you and beg justice, as we understand the school
ought to settle the matter with all possible impartiality.” The students further criticized
the administration for excessive discipline, arguing, “the school is responsible to have in
such places as officers, gentlemen, instead of cruel and ignorant man, who has [ill]treated
a young lady.” They demanded that Washington employ competent staff members who
knew “how to be more gentleman and be a self respecting of him and the young ladies of
his race.” Their letter of protest demonstrates not only Puerto Rican agency, but also the
ways young male students crafted the language of respectability and gendered protest
against the Tuskegee administration.56 Puerto Ricans struggled to accept American plans
for education. More important, Puerto Rican students demonstrated a certain willingness
to challenge those plans.
Upon arrival at Tuskegee, Puerto Rican students adhered to a very strict academic
regimen. For Washington, time was always of the essence; “No idle person is ever safe,
whether he be rich or poor.”57 Adhering to this philosophy, the day at Tuskegee started
early and ended late. Washington obsessively accounted for every minute of the day. A
typical day followed this schedule:
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Monday:
5:30 a.m - Rising Bell
6:00 a. m. - Breakfast
7:00-8:00 a. m. - Study Hour,
8:15-9:00 a. m. - Drill
9:00-12 p.m. - Academic recitations
12:00-1:30 p. m. -Noon Recess
1:30-4:00 p. m. -Recitations
6:00 p. m. - Supper
7:00-8:30 p. m. - Study Hour
Chapel was held 8:30-9:00 twice a week. This schedule repeated Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday. On Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturdays, students worked their
respective trades from 7:00 a. m. to noon and 1:10 p. m. to 5:20 p. m.58 The schedule was
strategically designed to allow students the opportunity to work on their academic
training while focusing on a trade. All students were expected to adhere to Tuskegee’s
demanding schedule. Puerto Ricans were no different. The only variation was that time
was allowed for Puerto Rican students to take English classes. Washington justified the
rigidity of student’s schedules, maintaining that “It is probable that our schedule may
seem a little full to some of these students, but in the end, we believe that by thus keeping
them busy we are not exacting too much of them and that it is altogether helpful that their
program should be arranged so as to not seem to be an exception when compared with
that of other students at the institution.”59
Washington’s letter was written in response to an inquiry made by Commissioner
of Education, Edwin Dexter. Dexter communicated with several Puerto Rican students to
inquire that they were receiving sufficient time each day in which they were “free from
the regular schedule of required exercises and which they could use for recreation, or for
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mental relaxation.”60 Before arrival at Tuskegee, students had access to school
catalogues, which outlined the intensity of the program. In fact, Washington customarily
responded to student letters of interest, advising them that they were to “work during the
day at some industry and attend school for two hours at night.”61 Although arduous, the
rigorous schedule allowed poor students the opportunity to pay for schooling themselves
or to earn extra money.
Each student’s schedule was specifically designed to ensure that individual’s
success. For example, Fabiana Lopez, an aspiring teacher, entered Tuskegee in October
16, 1909. She took classes in preparation of becoming a teacher back in Puerto Rico.
She took classes in theory, U.S.history, botany, algebra, chemistry, and modern and
medieval history. Records of her grades prove Lopez’s abilities in the classroom. She
earned a 92 in labor; an 88 in theory, and an 84 in arithmetic. Another student, Celina
Rivera finished her course in less than four years, 1911-1914. Focusing on ‘Ladies
Tailoring,’ Rivera studied to own her own business. To accommodate her aspirations,
Rivera took classes in bookkeeping, economics, labor, and Domestic Science.62 Although
classes such as economics, philosophy, and humanity classes are often associated with
liberal arts schools, these course offerings illuminate Washington’s conceptualization of
combining vigorous academic training with training in trades, morality, and religion.
Since the school’s inception in 1881, students from all over the country were
attracted not only through the efforts of Washington, but through the cutting edge work
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of many of the school’s premier faculty. Faculty members such as the famous scientist
and agriculturalist, George Washington Carver, and the first Black graduate from
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Robert R. Taylor, piqued the interest of Puerto
Rican students. Angel Whatts-Echavarria and Ceaser Baez entered Tuskegee to study
architectural drawing under Taylor.63 Several Puerto Ricans graduated from the
Architectural Department and went on to have major success. Asidoro Colon received an
architectural drawing certification in 1909. He began practicing in Ponce in 1914.
Antonio Escabi, contributor to the Tuskegee Student from 1908-1912, went on to become
an independent architect and contractor in Mayaguez, Puerto Rico. Whatts and Alphonso
Reveron also had success thanks to their industrial training at Tuskegee.
Tuskegee was not easy for Puerto Rican students. Whatts and Reveron endured
similar frustrations during their matriculation at Tuskegee. Both Reveron and Whatts
participated in the band. Whatts also served as a member in the school orchestra. Both
students faced academic discipline as they fell behind in their studies. Professor Taylor
informed the Executive Council of their setbacks. He tried to make the case that the
students’ extracurricular involvement was beginning to impact their progress. He wrote,
“these students have worked in the drawing room last year two days each week from nine
to twelve and from one thirty to four, a total of about five and a half hours. Considering
the time that they were late, it would average about five hours. Both of them were in the
band and orchestra and this is why they did not work the full day in the drawing division.
Washington followed up with Reveron, “I write to say, in your reply to your letter of
yesterday, that the Executive Council’s decision in your case is that you be permitted to
63
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work at your trade but that you could not attend your academic classes or continue
serving with the band.”64
Reveron and Whatts both went on to receive their degrees under Taylor. Upon
graduation, the two went to work for the first and most prominent Black architect in the
state of Alabama, W. A. Rayfield.65 Rayfield trained world-renowned Black architects
such as William S. Pittman and Vertner Woodson Tandy. Reveron became a building
inspector and tax revenue collector for the city of Yabucoa. Whatts went on to become
director of the Mechanical Drawing department at one of the government high schools on
the island.66 That fall, Whatts wrote to Tuskegee to inform his alma mater of his current
success. “You will be glad to know that I am doing successfully. I am a manual training
teacher in the public schools of this (Pefluelas) district. I have charge of this department
and teach carpentry, mechanical drawing and in connection with some grade work in the
upper grades.”67
Student experiences for Puerto Rican students varied tremendously. Some had
difficulty adjusting while others consciously embraced the Tuskegee Spirit. On August
23, 1912, Commissioner Dexter corresponded with Washington concerning the
dissatisfied students Rafael Ramos and Luis Lafaye. Both scholarship students, the two
grew increasingly disenchanted with conditions at the school and wished to return home
to Puerto Rico. The two were more interested in continuing academic instruction than in
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pursing a trade. Dexter wrote, “I gather from the letters that they feel that when the
academic work offered by the institute is completed that there is nothing for them.”68
This is a departure from other Puerto Rican students, such as Whatts and Reveron and
others, who embraced the opportunity to learn a trade. Puerto Ricans were not
monolithic in their experiences or in their reception of industrial training.
Dexter’s rebuke of the students reaffirms his commitment to industrial training.
He responded sharply, “I have written them that they were sent to Tuskegee to learn a
trade; that if it were merely the academic side, that we were interested in, we should have
kept them at home.”69 Dexter advised Washington to closely monitor the attitudes of the
two students. If they continued to be unwilling to conform, then they were to be
threatened with expulsion and have their scholarships revoked.
Washington was not as opposed to academic training as Commissioner Dexter.
He defused the commissioners’ concerns by downplaying the seriousness of the student
letters. “Of course I am sure that you have already learned that it is not always safe to
take these Porto Ricans seriously. They have all kinds of flighty ideas and one has to be
very patient with them.”70 Although Washington’s language to the commissioner seemed
brash and dismissive, he may have also been attempting to ease the concerns of the
angered Commissioner who wanted the “rebellious” students sent home. In the same
political fashion that Washington handled issues of racism and injustice, he responded to
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the Puerto Rican commissioner.71 Washington further downplayed the Commissioner’s
concerns informing him that he had a “long talk with the boys and impressed upon them
that what “you want them to do, and that they were willing to follow your instructions.”
Lafaye went on to graduate from the Academic department. Lafaye and
Washington worked out a deal so that Lafaye could receive his wish for more academic
training. Washington allowed Lafaye to remain an extra year, in order to complete “postgraduate” work, a very structured and challenging academic course in physics, chemistry,
philosophy, and theory.72 Furthermore, Washington saw to it that Lafaye receive an
additional year of funding for an unprecedented fifth year, a highly unusual compensation
for Puerto Ricans.
Every so often, cultural issues created unique problems for Puerto Rican students.
Many of the students that arrived only spoke and wrote in Spanish. Students complained
that, “you know that we are weak in English we want to have a class from 10-11 am to
learn English.”73 Tuskegee heard the students’ request. In response, Lena Lewis was
appointed to teach English to Spanish-speaking students.
Suspensions, expulsions and other issues such as health concerns forced constant
movement and communication back and forth across the Caribbean. Puerto Ricans
contracted various illnesses, which posed a unique problem for administrators. Such was
the case of Alejandrina Cabello, who contracted tuberculosis during her stay at Tuskegee.
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Unlike American born students who had the privilege of catching the bus or train
home during times of sickness, Puerto Ricans were often restricted to the school
infirmary for days, weeks, and in the case of Cabello, months. Between December 1914
and March of 1915, Cabello suffered from a severe bout of tuberculosis. Unable to
continue her studies, the administration had to decide whether to send her home despite
being months away from graduation, or whether to allow her to stay and face a worsening
condition away from family and loved ones. On January 6, 1915, the school doctor, John
Kenney, informed Washington of the situation. “In view of her weakened condition, I
question whether the school is doing itself a credit or her or her people by keeping her
here longer.” He concluded, “I am recommending that her people, the government or
whoever is responsible for her to be advised to take her home.”74 Unsure of the
appropriate measures to take, Washington wrote Commissioner Bainter of the situation.75
In a move to possibly cover for the school’s inadequate medical facilities, or
possibly to keep the student from being sent home, Washington urged Commissioner
Bainter that, “she is not however, confined to her room and states that she feels that she
will be able very soon to take up her school duties, but our Medical Director is inclined to
think differently.”76 It appears as Washington was more concerned about the image of
his medical staff being incapable of supporting the sick student. By February 2,
Commissioner Bainter ordered Cabello to return to Puerto Rico. “In accordance with
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provisions in the school laws governing such a case.”77 A one-hundred dollar advance
payment was issued to cover traveling expenses from Tuskegee back to San Juan.
Cabello refused. She had come to the school to take advantage of opportunities not
afforded in Puerto Rico. Leaving Tuskegee was not just about failing, but would place
her right back in a position of a lower socio-economic status.
Cabello spoke out against the decision. Able to secure a February meeting with
Washington, she expressed frustration over the decision to be sent home: “This has
surprised me, because when I wanted to go, Dr. Kenney told me I was not sick enough to
go home, so now I am feeling all right, I have been out of the hospital since December
and have been going to school trying to do my best to graduate this year.”78 An undated
memo validates her account of improved health and of a satisfactory academic
performance. It reported, “Alejandrina seemed to have gotten considerably better in
health and she had begun to attend her academic classes and she expressed herself as
wishing to remain in school and complete the work of the senior class.”79 Cabello was
given a probationary period of one month to see if she could catch up academically and to
ensure that her health steadily improved. Her mother even approved of the decision to
stay.
Although Kenney relented and allowed Cabello a probationary period, he
maintained his position that Cabello be sent home. Just two days after succumbing to
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Cabello’s request, Kenney argued, “From all I can gleam I have the opinion that
Alejandrina Cabello can hardly do sufficient work this year to warrant her being
graduated in May.” He continued, “Her scholarship is good while she is at it, but her
health has kept her from her classes most of the time up to the present.”80 Shortly
thereafter, Cabello’s health took a turn for the worse. On March 22, Kenney reported, “I
regard her as being in a rather advanced stage of tuberculosis. She is staying up very
largely on will power.” He regrettably admitted, “It was a serious mistake for her to
remain in school attempting to carry on her studies in her present physical condition.” He
suggested, “The sooner that girl is with her people the better.”81
Two days later, Washington wrote his personal friend and business partner, editor
of the New York Age, and former minister to Liberia, Fred R. Moore, to help arrange for
Cabello’s travel home. On April 10, 1915, Moore informed Washington, “This young
lady arrived here ok and was put on steamer for her home.”82 The case of Cabello offers
insight into the issues that impacted the success of the program. Her fight to stay at
Tuskegee in the midst of a severe bout with tuberculosis underscores the level of
commitment that many Puerto Ricans had in obtaining an education. While Cabello’s
case was rare, many Puerto Ricans experienced difficulties adjusting to Tuskegee.
Suspensions and expulsions were extremely common amongst Puerto Ricans. A
deeper look at the behavioral issues of Puerto Rican students illuminates how students
simultaneously had difficulty adjusting to American customs, or perhaps just life at
80
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Tuskegee. The Puerto Rican-Tuskegee program was created off of false stereotypes of
Puerto Ricans. Washington and other administrators at Tuskegee also bought into
accepted racial stereotypes of the day. They believed that, in the words of Laura Briggs
“all the boys were criminals, and all the girls were sexualized.”83
When the first Puerto Rican students arrived at Tuskegee in 1898, Washington
thought an adjustment period would eradicate undesirable behaviors of new emigrant
students. Washington suggested, “We have one Porto Rican who was quite savage when
he first came to Tuskegee. He carried a knife with him, and he had a way of becoming
very angry, raging about and flourishing his knife from him and gave him a good
thrashing. From that time on the Porto Rican changed his methods. He learned to control
himself, and is now one of the quietest boys in the school.”84 Puerto Rican girls were
hyper-sexualized. Several professors complained, “The Porto Rican girls are more
troublesome than American girls… Most (if not all), of these Porto Rican girls come here
in a most shocking condition.” Helen Porter, the Dean of Women asserted, “If it is
impossible for you to understand what effort has been spent upon these children.”85 She
continued her generalization of Puerto Rican women, categorizing them as “saucy,”
“disobedient,” “abnormally self-willed,” and “troublesome.”86
Unsatisfactory progress was unacceptable. Students such as Humberto Martinez
and Pedro Soto Longe were dropped from the school for failure to adjust to social
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expectations. In one instance, Washington wrote to a student’s brother that his brother
“absents himself without permission, and fails to apply himself to his duties as he
should.”87 To compound matters, Martinez had accrued a debt with the school and was
obligated to pay off any debts even after his dismissal. Administrators, especially
Washington, possessed a very low tolerance for students who did not try at any level.
Tuskegee administrators, however, were more patient with students that were
active in Tuskegee’s daily life and demonstrated academic progress. Such was the case
of Alfonso Reveron. By 1912, Reveron had become well established as one of the most
accomplished students at the school. Reveron had made satisfactory progress as an
architectural drawing student and as a critical piece to the school band.88 However, on
January 1, 1912, Reveron found himself amidst the center of controversy. Reveron was
suspended by the Executive Council for the remainder of the semester for what was
deemed “gross disobedience.” Washington reported the incident: “He was guilty of
entering one of our buildings, with other members of his class, and hanging out a flag on
roof of same after being instructed by an official not to do so.”89
Although Reveron engaged in breaking Tuskegee rules, it is important to note that
he did so with American classmates. The incident grew out of a rivalry between the two
upper classes. Washington was sure to note that Reveron was not singled out because of
his ethnicity, that indeed several other American-born members of his class were also
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suspended.90 Any time a foreign student faced disciplinary action, the punishment was
rendered not just by Washington, but by the insular government as well. Commissioner
Dexter wrote to Reveron after hearing news of the incident. In the letter, Dexter
supported the punishment handed down by school officials but also issued his own
sanctions. “We can not have one of the scholarships founded by the People of Porto Rico,
used by a student in disgrace in the institution in which he is sent.” He added,
“Therefore, upon receipt from the authorities at Tuskegee of information that you are
now under serious discipline, your scholarship will be discontinued.”91
Reveron remained at the school and was assigned regular work at the trade of
brick masonry. Reveron’s terms of suspension mandated he absent himself from his
academic classes and any continuation of serving in the band.”92 Still, Washington fought
for his student. Behind the scenes, Washington influenced Dexter to lighten the severity
of the punishment. Washington and Dexter agreed to allow Reveron to remain enrolled
under the protection of the school. He even kept alive the possibility that Reveron could
earn back his scholarship with good behavior.”93 Reveron returned to school that fall,
completed his course, found employment, and went on to become a prominent architect
working alongside W. A. Bailey.
Despite the suspensions, expulsions, and various complaints, Puerto Rican
students actively participated in school activities. Tuskegee faculty encouraged
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interethnic relationships, as it served as a primary means of “Americanizing” Puerto
Ricans. On May 4, 1909, Tomás Monte Rivera, a graduating Puerto Rican student at
Tuskegee Institute, wrote a letter to Booker T. Washington on behalf of senior and postgraduate Puerto Ricans attending the school. Rivera wrote: “We wish to give a farewell
to our American classmates, a little comedy in which each of us is to take part.”94 He
continued, “We are very anxious to give this little play as a testimony of friendship to our
classmates and we hope that you will give it your immediate and favorable attention.”95
Many students from Puerto Rico could not afford to go home during the summer,
so they dispersed across the country, accompanying their American classmates. For
example, scholarship student Manuela Cortez received permission to spend her summer
in Mississippi with her American classmate, Ophelia Hamilton.96 Students also joined in
protests and small student movements together. One example is evident through a
petition on behalf of a dismissed teacher, signed by eighteen students, from multiple
countries including Puerto Rico.97
The musical scene at Tuskegee also served as a space for multicultural
experience. Here, Puerto Rican and American students bonded together like never
before. Students such as Lola Tizol Laguardia, Rafael Ramos Antonini, Reveron and
Carlos Valle contributed to the musical culture of the institute. Having performed for

94

Tomas Monte Rivera to Members of the Executive Council, May 4, 1909, SR BTWP,

95

Ibid.

96

Dexter to BTW, May 17, 1912, BTWP, LC.

LC.

97

Petition signed by eighteen students including two Puerto Ricans, Fannie Barrios and
Igancia Esturio, April 17, 1908, SR, BTWP, LC.

82

Commissioner Brumbaugh while still living in Ponce, Laguardia had musical abilities
that earned her a scholarship to study in the United States. At her father’s insistence, she
decided to pursue a more practical career and took up education.98
Another successful student at Tuskegee was Carlos Valle. Described by school
administrators as a “valued member” of the band, Valle became deeply emerged in the
culture of Tuskegee. Valle toured with the Tuskegee Band. The exchange of cultural
ideas during his time on tour proved to be an invaluable cultural experience for him and
for his classmates.99 While on tour, Valle completed his diploma from the Academic
Department in Agriculture. Valle’s experience offers several angles from which to
understand the travails of Puerto Ricans at Tuskegee, including how they participated,
how they faired academically, and what they did after graduation.
Having graduated in May, then spending June and July on tour, Valle returned to
Puerto Rico after hiring for the next school year had already taken place. With the help of
Washington, J. D. Stevenson, and Major Ramsey, Valle was selected as a candidate for a
teaching position in Aguadilla, Puerto Rico. A letter published in the Tuskegee Student
sheds more light on Valle’s success after Tuskegee. In an essay entitled, “A Porto Rican
Graduate,” Valle wrote:
Dear Principal Washington: It gives me pleasure to write
this letter describing the work I have been doing since
leaving Tuskegee. I do not find words to express to you the
gratitude I feel for the opportunity you gave me during my
stay at Tuskegee Institute. The education and experience
received through the efforts of yourself and faculty are
proving to be both useful and profitable to me. I was
especially grateful to get work as soon as I finished school.
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I am sending you testimonials from the Dean and
Commandant of the University. I wish to tell you that the
1913 Porto Rican boys and girls who went out with the
motto, “No Heights to Great to Ascend,” are doing
excellent work. All of us are holding up with our hands the
great name of Tuskegee Institute. My kindest regards to
the members and the student body.100
Other students had more difficulty finding work after leaving Tuskegee. Such
was the case of Manuela Cortez. After applying for a position as a Domestic Science
teacher, she was told she would have to take additional courses at the new normal school
on the island (Escuela Normal) in order to teach at the university level. 101 She was
qualified to teach in the public school district, but confusion over wording on her diploma
threw her qualifications into question. She wrote, “Mr. Hickle of the Department of
Education of Porto Rico, told me that my diploma only says as follows: This is to certify
that Manuela Cortez has completed with the credit the course of study prescribed in the
Department of Girls Industries.”102
The confusion was over the issue that her diploma did not specifically state
“normal” hence, they would not recognize her as a teacher. Tuskegee officials were
quick to come to her rescue. Concerned about the international image of the Tuskegee
diploma, Tuskegee administrators jumped to action. Taking considerable exception to
the school board’s categorization of the diploma as “faulty,” Emmett J. Scott was among
the first to respond. Scott gathered the help of several references including C. C.
Carlos C. Valle “A Porto Rican Graduate” Southern Letter 3 March 1915 signed,
Carlos Valle ’13 Bandmaster, University Band, Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico. BTWP, LC.
100
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Simmons and recent Puerto Rican graduate Victoria Marita Altiery. Scott argued, “in
each of these cases I have written special letters which I hope have been helpful to these
young women but as above indicated the diploma is apparently not regarded as
formerly.”103 Altiery echoed her testament to the capabilities of Cortez as a teacher.104
Although Washington wrote a letter of clarification later that month, Cortez followed up
in August that she still had not been notified of any results.”105
A letter written by Victoria Maria to Washington reveals the perception of
Tuskegee alumni in Puerto Rico. She dubbed the work of the graduates on the island as
“most splendid.” She commented, “All the boys who took the course were appointed
special teachers of agriculture and the girls of economics.”106 She did note how some on
the island continued to question the overall effectiveness of the degree. “In some
instances some Porto-Rican have gone there and been known as slow, unambitious,
unfaithful, and dull they have returned after three or two years with Diploma and
Certificates.”107 She noted that these were the exceptions to the rule, however, they did
make it increasingly difficult for other alumni.
With more and more Puerto Ricans entering and graduating from Tuskegee,
Maria boasted of their growing force. Unfortunately, she noted that most alumni lost
track of the institution. She suggested the establishment of an alumni club. “Last
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summer there was an attempt in organization a Tuskegee Club but it was a failure, kindly
send a circular around the island and if you say that you wish it so everyone will
cooperate heartily.”108 Historian Frank Guridy discovered that a club was created. The
Porto Rican Tuskegee Club was funded by alumni of said school as an “institution
designed to spread the Tuskegee idea throughout the island and as a space of
congregation for alums of the program.”109 The creation of this club highlights yet
another way in which Afro-Puerto Rican identities were established and transnational
linkages and cross-cultural communication expanded.
By Washington’s death in the fall of 1915, approximately one hundred Puerto
Ricans had graduated from Tuskegee Institute. Their successful efforts to equip the
people of Puerto Rico with the necessary skills to become self-supporting became evident
through the work of alumni throughout the island. Whether teaching in the new
university or heading a public school, Tuskegee alumni made a significant impact. A
report entitled “Tuskegee Graduates in Porto Rico” offers a glimpse of what life was like
for Puerto Rican alumni after Tuskegee. The report was addressed to Dr. Jose Barbosa,
one of the fundamental architects of the Puerto Rican-Tuskegee program.110
Eugene Lecompte, who had graduated at the head of the senior Agricultural class
in May of 1905 grew to be regarded as a savior of his people. Upon graduation, he taught
agriculture in the public schools of Rio Piedras and Juanna Dias for several years. His
success as a public school teacher earned him a promotion to a full position in the
108
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College of Agriculture at the University of Puerto Rico. His experiences at Tuskegee
were paramount in the uplift of his people, as he applied those lessons learned while a
student at Tuskegee for his students at the university. His students described him as
“conscientious, up to date, full of interest and zeal and on the course of uplifting the
children of his own country, the men who will be leaders and guides of tomorrow.”111
This was the very essence of what Washington and Tuskegee envisioned and aimed to
accomplish with all of their students.
Other alumni such as Ignacio Esurio, class of 1907, Saturnino Sierra, class of
1908, and Salvador Barea, class of 1908, carried on the Tuskegee spirit as teachers in the
public school system. They demonstrated the characteristics of respectability that
Tuskegee pushed, as they all married and reared children in Christian households,
embracing conservative ideals of thriftiness and religious zeal once impressed upon them
at Tuskegee. Barea was selected to work for the island’s summer institute to train
teachers in Ponce. Through the teachings of Barea, countless numbers of Puerto Rican
students were brought in contact with the Tuskegee spirit.
Puerto Rican alumni defined what the Tuskegee spirit meant to them. In fact
many alumna moved north after graduation in order to pursue higher education and or
careers as professionals. Tomás Rivera, class of 1908, graduated and went on to Shaw
University to study medicine. Other students such as Rafael Camache and Josè Negron
entered into the University of Iowa after completing their course at Tuskegee. Miller
thanked Washington for the success of the Puerto Rican program, writing, “I am pleased
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to note that the boys have done so well in your institution and I thank you for the
courtesies extended to them while here.”112
Female graduates such as Petra Gusman, Juanita Colon Velia, and Anita Velardo
went on to teach Domestic Science courses in the island’s schools. Velardo also
contributed to the “Americanization” of the island by implementing English courses
throughout the island. Many male graduates began work either as teachers or at their
respective trade. Corito Castrang, class of 1913, who had skipped several classes while
at Tuskegee, continued to display his genius as an electrician in one of the largest plants
in Porto Rico. Omofro Torres spent several years teaching in Alabama, but put his
military training to use and created the first Boy Scouts Club in Puerto Rico.113
Tuskegee alumni returned to a socio-economic state where two-thirds of adult
males on the island were illiterate. In 1915, Governor Yager reported that “as many as
150 pupils are enrolled under one teacher.” High enrollment, yet low literacy, was
evidence that Spanish education reform was yet to find success. Tuskegee alumni in
Puerto Rico became fundamental to the social, economic, and political advancement of
the island. Even after their return, educational gains continued to be slow. High poverty
rates resulted in low attendance. Sixty-four percent of Puerto Ricans under the age of
twenty-five reported having less than five years of schooling. As late as 1958, 39.7
percent of Puerto Ricans failed military mental and aptitude tests. Of 600,000 children
who attended secondary schooling, half attended only half a day. Over 400 different
schools reported teachers having teaching loads between eighty and one hundred
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students. Between 1953 and 1958 approximately 5,250 teachers completely abandoned
teaching posts.114
By 1920, progress in Puerto Rican educational reform began to surface. Tuskegee
alumni were part of the emerging Puerto Rican intelligentsia. In this space, they helped
define and consolidate a nationalistic and anti-imperial culture. Through their efforts,
successful pressure was placed on the Puerto Rican legislature to pass a series of
education reforms and appropriations. In 1925, the first Chancellor of the University
reorganized higher education throughout the island. Students returned to a restructured
Department of Education and a new educational philosophy guided by Puerto Rico’s
intelligentsia.
The work of black Puerto Rican alumni illustrates how Tuskegee served as a
vehicle for upward mobility, economic advancement, and social equality. The process
was complex. Class, culture, and demographics created a diverse space. Black Puerto
Ricans learned, taught, and bargained for cultural and political mobility. They were not
merely victims of American aggression. They adopted their Tuskegee education into a
usable mechanism, one that fit their needs. Retention and graduation rates were
relatively higher for Puerto Ricans than other foreign students. Through the creation of
alumni associations, multicultural clubs and co-operation with American and foreignborn students, Afro-Puerto Ricans were given the opportunity to circumnavigate social
hierarchies and create new individual and collective identities.
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Chapter Three
The Seeds of Militancy: Caribbean Students and the Right to Self-Determination,
1900-1915
Before the rise of militant leaders such as Marcus Garvey and Hubert Harrison,
Booker T. Washington and Tuskegee served as key agents in spreading ideals of selfdetermination, economic solidarity, and education to the people of the Caribbean. For
Washington, preparing young people for citizenship through the cultivation of manhood
and womanhood was a vital component of race building. The reach of his program
touched nearly every island in the Caribbean, as well as in Central and South America.
To many blacks throughout the Caribbean, Tuskegee symbolized the realization of black
autonomy. As a result, many budding black nationalists from the Caribbean projected
Tuskegee as a model for Black nationalist politics. Moreover, through Tuskegee, future
activists such as Garvey and Claude McKay found a source of inspiration.
The experience of Caribbean students in American institutional settings begs for
deeper analysis. How these students experienced life at Tuskegee, why they were sent
there, and what students learned can complicate an understanding of Tuskegee’s mission
and impact. African descendents of the Caribbean traveled to Tuskegee beginning in the
late nineteenth century, including from Jamaica, Haiti, Barbados, and the Bahamas.
For aspiring Caribbean students and their families, education formed the
cornerstone of economic advancement. Students under Washington’s Caribbean program
were exposed to ideas of self-determination and economic sufficiency. Tuskegee thereby
became a space where Caribbean students resisted imperial citizenship and advanced a
global vision. Tuskegee’s Caribbean alumni helped foreshadow a new movement for
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political rights and economic emancipation in the Anglophone Caribbean and across the
U. S.1
The history of the Caribbean is vast and diverse. Composed of fifty plus islands,
each with its own cultural, political, and social histories, it is situated within the
archipelago curving from the Greater Antilles and the Bahamas in the North to Trinidad
and the Dutch Leeward Islands off the Venezuelan coast in the South, along with the
continental coastal tip of the Guianas.2 Each region possesses its own social forms,
ethnic formations, political institutions, and cultural values.3
Each Caribbean island has deep roots in the forces of geographic conquest,
colonialism, and economic exploitation. The very socio-economic foundation for most of
the Caribbean was slavery.4 Colonial rule under the Spanish crown, for example, left
considerable influence on Cuba and Puerto Rico. French rule left its influence on Haiti,
and the English on Barbados. The national identities of each constituting society
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emerged out of political fragmentations, racial construction (or in some cases,
deconstruction), poverty, and underdevelopment.
At the heart of the capitalist spirit driving the slave institution was sugar.5 It
simultaneously required heavy capital investment and cheap labor.6 West Indian planters
initially supplied the early labor force, until imported African slaves fulfilled the rapidly
growing demand for labor production by the early seventeenth century. The plantation
economy drove the black-slave labor force; the white master-black worker nexus shaped
its social relations.7 Thus, as Gordon Lewis notes, the Caribbean became “identified with
the black person, and both economy and person shared the stigmata of despised
occupation.”8
Throughout the Caribbean, a shared experience of slavery, colonialism, racial
violence, and oppression gave birth to a common experience of resistance. Racial
discrimination etched deep psychological scars onto people of African descent. European
colonization and racism left a distinctive racial mark on Caribbean colonies. In response,
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Blacks from the Caribbean were bonded together against institutionalized practices of
racial prejudice.9
Even after Caribbean emancipation, feelings of inadequacy, interdependence, and
intellectual inferiority were implanted onto the social psychology of Caribbean peoples.
Race throughout the Caribbean, however, was still intricately nuanced. Skin color,
although a major factor in social functions, were not always the ultimate determinant in
one’s classification in Caribbean society. Socioeconomic status, land acquisition, and
education became key factors in determining social mobility throughout the Caribbean.
One historian noted that in Caribbean society, “money whitens.”10 Education, then,
became a primary factor in socioeconomic mobility. It is out of this context that the
Caribbean-Tuskegee program emerged.
The socio-cultural unity of many island societies imbued Caribbean travelers to
Tuskegee with a certain commonality not experienced by other foreign students, and even
distinguished them from Black students arriving from southern states. Moreover,
students arrived from various parts of the Caribbean, each bringing with him or her
different cultural and social identification markers influenced by Caribbean tradition.
Their entry into Tuskegee helped expedite the process for black liberation and radicalized
the fight for self-determination.
Students from the Caribbean brought with them a rich cultural history created by
the masses: in religion, music, dance, folklore, maybe most importantly, in intellectual
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thought. Caribbean culture was strengthened and became even more pronounced against
the backdrop of European and American imperialism and capitalist exploitation,
especially against the educated and ruling class elite. Upper-class detractors, for
example, stigmatized Caribbean dialects, yet those languages formed the basis of literary
renaissance sparked largely by West Indian migrants. Caribbean students altered the
cultural space of Tuskegee. These students transferred Caribbean values, norms, and
modes of self-consciousness.11
By the turn of the twentieth century, a bleak economic outlook in the Caribbean
coupled with limited opportunity for educational advancement sparked Caribbean interest
in American education. Growing interest in Tuskegee also coincided with the rise of
American imperialism and European colonialism throughout the British West Indies.
African-descended peoples throughout the Caribbean responded directly to impending
expansion and an economically oppressive system by creating transnational strategies.
Frank Guridy notes, “The beginnings of the influx of U.S. capital in the Caribbean and
Central America helped stimulate the reconfiguration of the Afro-descended communities
in these regions.”12 One component of that strategy involved training at Tuskegee, and
upon graduation, a return back to the Caribbean to assist with community development.
Between 1900 and 1915, the Tuskegee-Caribbean program opened up
opportunities for peoples of African descent living in poverty. It sought to increase
equity in political, economic, and social life throughout the Caribbean. Washington
promoted academic training programs first on the island, then for Caribbean people to
11
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come to the U.S.for academic training, with the intent of later returning home, just as he
sought for other foreign and American born students. He wished for islanders to gain
independence through their own efforts, or through the help of Africans in America.
Contextually, Washington advocated at a time when Jim Crow racism dominated
southern social institutions and when it was commonly accepted that peoples of African
descent’s cranium sizes, skin color, mores, and folkways made them inferior.13
The rise of the American progressive movement in the early twentieth century
helped propel Tuskegee to national and international prominence. A booming increase in
industrialization and urbanization profoundly affected American colleges, including
Tuskegee. The movement pushed a social service, technology, and practical learningcentered agenda on par with the work already being done at Tuskegee. Progressive
leaders such as President Theodore Roosevelt pushed for educational institutions to be
incubators for social amelioration. In 1901, Roosevelt summoned Washington to dine at
the White House to discuss Republican politics and to contemplate potential African
American political appointments. Roosevelt was also interested in the implications of
industrial education. He grew to view Tuskegee as a school that would take up the
challenge of creating new machines of production, for inventing innovative products, and
for devising solutions for complex industrial problems. Tuskegee met the challenge.
Under the leadership of Robert Taylor, the school’s Department of Mechanical Industries
became the largest department in the school with twenty-two divisions, each with its own
faculty, assistants and state of the art equipment.14
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The rise of the industrial age influenced the future economic plan for many
Caribbean countries. The economics of modern Caribbean labor and education revolved
around a necessity to improve the economic conditions of migrant students’ homelands.15
That so many students entering Caribbean students chose a track along industrial lines
was not accidental. Economic development served as a motivating force behind their
education. As the Caribbean evolved out of an agrarian society and into a modern
industrial age, young people hoped to secure an educational training that would prepare
them for the emerging global age.16
Young people from Trinidad and Tobago, the Bahamas, Jamaica, and Haiti, for
example, traded work on sugar and banana plantations for modern opportunities; ones
that matched the transition of each island’s local economy.17 American investment in the
Panama Canal and railroads provided additional opportunities. However, in order to
secure a position, students were required to develop new skill sets. Thus, the interest in
academic programs such as mechanical and electrical engineering blossomed for students
coming from the Caribbean. It is also important to note that technical improvement in
agriculture also influenced what people studied at Tuskegee. Students from British
Guiana, for example, hoped to learn the latest methods in machinery; with this training,
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students would be equipped to handle new processing equipment and agricultural
management.18
Many Caribbean students sought the school’s course in electrical engineering.
Instituted in 1898, the state of the art program implemented the newest techniques in
engineering and possessed the most up to date equipment. After only three years of
courses, students were hailed as “first-class electricians.”19 One Haitian student wrote, “I
can install electric bells and annunciators, trim arc lamps, wire buildings and assist in
running the Dynamo.” This student intended to use this opportunity afforded by
Tuskegee to return home to Port au Prince, and work at his trade. Another West Indian
student added, “I came to Tuskegee September 9, 1902, Hearing of the advantages which
Tuskegee afforded for one wishing to become an Electrical Engineer, I decided to go and
avail myself of the opportunities.”20
By 1906, Washington had greatly strengthened his machine with the help of
Roosevelt’s patronage.21 Although the Tuskegee machine was on the rise, conditions for
blacks living in the South and throughout the Caribbean steadily declined. Social
conditions in the South were abysmal. All over the South, Blacks faced the worse sociopolitical conditions since emancipation.22 During the first decade of the twentieth
18

Charles W. Wadelington, Richard Knapp, Charlotte Hawkins Brown & Palmer
Memorial Institute: What One Young African American Woman Could Do (Chapel Hill: UNC
Press Books, 1999), 120.
19

Charles W. Pierce, “How Electricity is Taught at Tuskegee,” The Technical World, vol.

20

Ibid.

21

Harlan, Booker T. Washington: Making of a Black Leader, 30-31.

1, 1904.

22

See Douglas Blackmon, Slavery by Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of Black
Americans from the Civil War to World War II (Random House Digital, Inc., 2009).

97

century the majority of Blacks remained in the South under a crippling sharecropping
system. Many fell in debt and into peonage or involuntary servitude. Growing racial
intimidation made day-to-day living conditions unbearable. Blacks lived in a constant
state of fear, both real and perceived. Whites took away the voting rights of most blacks,
extended segregation to virtually every walk of life, justified by a verbal assault that
denied human status and dignity to blacks and punctuated these changes by lynch law.23
In spite of these conditions, Blacks throughout the Caribbean continued to view Tuskegee
as a beacon of light and a symbol of Black independence.
Between 1880 and 1900, the U.S. economy outpaced British, French, Dutch and
Danish colonial regimes. An American stronghold over the Caribbean economic and
political economy sparked mass migration from the Caribbean to the U.S. American ideas
of political and economic liberalism spread throughout the Caribbean. As a result,
capitalistic ideologies encouraged free trade, free labor, and freedom of movement.24
The Caribbean thereby became a theater of economic and political mutation. The
emergence of U.S.imperialism directly resulted in the modernization and
commercialization of Caribbean society. This process facilitated the expansion of
competition and mass consumption. The economic change drastically altered Caribbean
society and resulted in strained economic and social conditions. It was these conditions
that led people to look outside the Caribbean for solutions to bettering their social and
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economic statuses. Attracted by dreams of prosperity and education, islanders began to
emigrate toward the United States of America.25
In the first three decades of the twentieth century, large-scale migration of
immigrants of African descent, most from the British-possessed colonies of the
Caribbean, settled in the U. S., primarily Harlem. However, long before these
immigrants arrived en masse to New York, some had found their way to Tuskegee.
Caribbean immigrants to the U.S.constituted a diverse economic background. Between
1901 and 1935, roughly 14 percent were classified as agricultural workers. Many had
spent time in small towns and cities before traveling to the U.S.They were not however,
all poor farmers from rural districts. In fact, a small percentage had already received
some educational training while many middle class immigrants possessed only a basic
grammar school education or some type of skilled trade.26 Irma Owens records that,
“Thirty-one percent reported occupations in industry and 10 percent in commerce. About
40 percent of those arriving reported occupations as laborers and servants.”27
Tuskegee’s geographic proximity to the Caribbean and accessibility by rail and
steamship became a selling point for Tuskegee recruiters interested in extending their
educational program throughout the islands. The earliest Caribbean student was reported
to have entered Tuskegee in 1897.28 By 1913, seventy-two students from the West
Indies, of whom forty-three were British, had entered Tuskegee. These students were
25
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disproportionately poor and had low literacy rates. Among this early group to enter
Tuskegee were students from the Virgin Islands, such as Bethel Aldrick Posey. However,
the largest constituency hailed from Jamaica.
In the case of Jamaica, slave descendents carved out a unique cultural identity out
of social and economic turmoil. Complete emancipation from British colonies was
realized on August 1, 1838. With emancipation, 311,000 slaves were instantaneously
freed. This population, however, continued to serve as Jamaica’s primary labor force.29
An independent Jamaican peasantry soon emerged. In Jamaica, over 800,000 people
were black citizens and descendants of enslaved Africans. The ruling elite, made up of
5,000 whites, controlled this black majority. About 15,000 were mixed. In connection
with racial hierarchies, class conflict was pervasive throughout Jamaican society. To
keep this growing population safeguarded, the Jamaican assembly passed punitive laws
expediting a powerful movement of ex-slaves off planters’ estates and into competitive
markets.
Export trades, especially in agriculture, emerged as the primary medium by which
Jamaicans could accumulate capital and grow the former peasant class. Independence in
Jamaica was a difficult process. Chinese and East Indian contract laborers were imported
to replace Blacks leaving the sugar fields. Those who remained competed with small but
powerful Jewish and Lebanese commercial communities. The recession of 1909
exacerbated the stratification of class lines. More than one in ten workers served as
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domestic servants. Sugar production was scaled back in favor of banana production,
which was less labor intensive and required fewer workers.30
By the mid-1860s chronic economic depression, drought, crop failures, famine,
and discriminatory legislation brought peasant discontent to a boil.31 Black peasants
revolted physically and passively. What came to be known as the Morant Bay Rebellion
left eighteen parish officials, planters, and members of the white elite dead. Racial
violence against the Black peasantry increased as a result. In response, a spirit for selfdetermination prevailed amongst Jamaica’s peasantry. Jamaican peasants protested
silently by migrating out of the country. Colin Grant writes that, “In 1910, Colonial
Office records charted a great exodus of 13,109 Jamaicans.”32 Most of these migrants left
for better economic and educational opportunities.
Literacy and education were scarce throughout the island of Jamaica. With few
educational opportunities, the Jamaican peasantry was consigned to a subordinate state.
The English-oriented ruling elite controlled Jamaica’s politics, economy, and educational
system. Education became a staple for social and economic mobility there in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century.33
These students wanted an education that would not only be beneficial to them as
individuals, but one that would aid in the economic development of their communities.
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At Tuskegee, the first group of Jamaican students worked together to develop a pragmatic
educational model that would one day be implemented back in Jamaica. While still
enrolled as students at the school (1903), the Jamaican students published an essay
entitled “Progress in Elementary Education in Jamaica.” In the essay, the students
outlined their goals for receiving an education from Tuskegee.34 The students
documented the evolution of educational opportunities over the past seventy years since
Jamaican emancipation. In rural Jamaica, teachers and ministers formed the basis of
social life. Their communities extended into economic and political spheres. The
colonial government encouraged vocational education, although educational
opportunities on the island conformed to British imperial traditions. The early Jamaican
students hoped to use their training at Tuskegee to, on the one hand, celebrate new modes
of education and cultural expression, while on the other build a platform of social and
economic advancement.
By 1905, the benefits of this training began to yield results. “We are now able to
point to many professional men- Barristers, lawyers and Doctors, ministers of religion,
members of the Legislature Council, Mechanics, skilled artisans, Agricultural instructors
and teachers of secondary and elementary school.”35 These students used Tuskegee for
the building up of their own country. “While here in Tuskegee, we consider ourselves
students and learners, endeavoring to take in all we can, and to return to our country we
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mean to take away with us, some part, if not the whole of this wonderful Industrial
Institution, to erect in a substantial manner on other spots beyond the sea.”36
By 1906, Jamaican students were beginning to adjust to their new setting in the
small rural Alabama town. This process was not easy. On January 14, 1907, Jamaica
was hit by one of the worst earthquakes in history.37 Erupting shortly after 3 P.M., the
earthquake struck in the center of Kingston, leaving over 800 dead, thousands injured,
and the capital in complete ruin. The quake destroyed Jamaican businesses and
government offices. As clouds of smoke evaporated into the night air, so did the hopes
and morale of the Jamaican people. Increased financial hardships resulted from the
quake. As social and economic conditions only worsened, many Jamaicans left the
country in hopes of better opportunities elsewhere.
The earthquake of 1907 also affected Jamaican immigrants already living in
America, including those studying at Tuskegee. One such student was Clarence Bryan.
Bryan, a Kingston native, was in his second year at Tuskegee when disaster struck. Bryan
was one of the dozens of student expatriates from the Caribbean islands. He had come to
Tuskegee in hopes of securing an education and of elevating his position in life.
In February, Bryan wrote to Principal Booker T. Washington, urging the principal
to receive his words as “a father listening to the last words of mercy, from his dear,
loving, dying son.”38 Sent to Tuskegee by his mother, Bryan pleaded with Washington,
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for he believed the response to his request would shape his life course. Bryan described
the panic and tumultuous state he found himself in. “Never before, in the history of my
life, have I been placed in such a terrible calamity as I am now in.”39
Since the earthquake struck, Bryan’s numerous attempts to contact his parents and
siblings were unsuccessful. Prior to the earthquake, Bryan received bi-weekly letters
from home. Approaching a month, Bryan was still without word from loved ones. He
feared the worst: “With hundreds of lives lost, my family having been located in the heart
of the terrible outburst, may be doomed among the dead.”40
Bryan’s letter underscores some of the challenges faced by Jamaican students at
Tuskegee. Unlike government supported Puerto Rican students, private donors (most
often family members) financially sustained Caribbean students. Bryan encountered
tremendous difficulty funding his education after the loss of his mother in the earthquake.
School administrators exhibited little sympathy. Bryan wrote, “During the past few
weeks of my calamity, I have been called up many times by Major Ramsey, about not
having uniform suit.”41 Whether or not Major Ramsey was aware of his situation at the
onset is unclear. To be clear, in light of the tragic events, Bryan explained his
circumstance to Major Ramsey. “Owing to my mother not able to raise up the amount as
yet, I have had to do without it for the time being.” He added, “it may not, that I won’t
be able to furnish myself with a suit, but that I would not be able to even see my family’s
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face anymore.”42 Major Ramsey simply responded, “I hope they are all alive.” Ramsey,
who had also accosted other foreign students, maintained a strict adherence to protocol in
spite of unforeseen circumstances faced by such students.
It is important to remember that Ramsey was specially chosen by Washington to
serve as chief disciplinarian. As Commandant of Cadets, Ramsey obsessively
implemented Washington’s militaristic academic and behavioral regulations. In this
capacity, Ramsey also assumed responsibility for ensuring foreign student adjustment to
social and academic life at Tuskegee. A former officer in the U.S.Army, Ramsey
adopted a stern and dogmatic approach to student affairs. His approach was not studentfriendly. He meticulously inspected every student to ensure uniforms adhered to dress
codes. He drilled them to reinforce discipline, methodically inspected dorm rooms, and
carefully monitored and controlled student behavior through a system of warnings and
demerits.43 Administered by Ramsey, Tuskegee’s model of military masculinity enforced
ideals of manliness, respectability, and “Americanness.”
After the earthquake, Bryan began missing classes. He attributed his absence to a
misunderstanding between himself and several instructors. He argued, “I went in to
class as usual, and not hearing my name being called, I found out I had been taken off the
role.”44 Frustrated at the lack of encouragement and sympathy, Bryan wrote Washington,
“Sir, in the midst of tears, for my sad condition of the future life, Major Ramsey
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unsympathetic as he was sent me two warnings for not having uniform, sir: that was
enough to crush me to the earth where I was, it was worst (sp), to that of any student
clash.” Bryan was suspended that same evening. He was instructed to be off the school’s
grounds within thirty days.
Whether any member of Tuskegee’s faculty demonstrated any sympathy or
support for Bryan remains unclear. However, Bryan fought to stay enrolled. He
maintained a position of “ Faultless, Blameless, Shameless.” Bryan wrote that “my life
ended as it were, I could have cursed God and die, but no, my faith in you, was to that of
Jo[b] to God.”45 In line with Jamaican culture and religious traditions, Bryan employed
the imagery of Job and quoted old hymns, suggesting that he was cursed. “Just as I am,
without one plea, But that thy blood was shed for me, O Lamb of God I come, Have
Mercy Mr. Washington on me.”46
Eighteen years old, grieving the lost of his parents, having no financial means to
support himself, and facing suspension, Clarence Bryan found himself in an extremely
precarious situation. Unfortunately, there exist no records for Bryan after 1907. Bryan’s
experience, however, lends a glimpse of how incidents in foreign students’ home
countries could impact their studies in America.
Tuskegee’s model of education appealed to islanders seeking to become civil
engineers, chemists, scientists, and agriculturalists, which were all desperately needed in
the economic development of the Caribbean. Tuskegee’s course offerings in engineering
and technological sciences prepared many of its students for jobs building the Panama
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Canal. Stephen Wellington, class of 1907, arrived back in Cristobal, Canal Zone
Panama, after receiving training in Electrical Engineering. Wellington contributed to the
work of the Canal Zone as a telephonist. Employed by the Panama Railroad, Telephone
and Telegraph Company, Wellington installed and maintained over three hundred phones
on the island. The phones were specifically for the Isthmus Canal Commission and
private individual use. He wrote back to Tuskegee to serve as a source for his fellow
classmates and as a note that the Caribbean-Tuskegee program was accomplishing its
desired effects. He closed, “Whatever I can do for Tuskegee I shall do gladly.”47
Upon completion of the Canal in 1914, many Caribbean workers migrated back to
the U.S.This number included laborers, engineers, cooks and domestic servants. The
majority sought opportunities for work, while a select few aspired to advance their
education.
Horatio Forsyth, an engineer at an ice factory and electric light station in Fort
Antonio, Jamaica, embraced the Tuskegee model and sent his children there. His first
son, Albert Ernest Forsyth, entered Tuskegee in 1912.48 Born on February 25, 1887,
Albert and his family traveled extensively throughout the Caribbean. His formulation of
identity was complex. He was born in Nassau, Bahamas, to a Bahamian father and
Jamaican mother, and educated in the U. S.
As an engineer for the United Fruit Company, Albert’s father had become
renowned. Albert received an education in elementary and secondary school in Port
Antonio. In 1911, he left home in hopes of cultivating his desire to become an architect.
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At Tuskegee, Albert studied under George Washington Carver. Through this
relationship, Albert became fascinated with science and switched his major to Medicine.
Upon graduating from Tuskegee in three years, Albert left for Canada, where he received
a dual degree in Medicine and a Doctor of Surgery. He then changed careers again, this
time taking up aviation. Forsythe became the first black aviator to complete a transcontinental flight from Atlantic City to Los Angeles. He reached this milestone in a
plane he named for Tuskegee’s founder, “The Spirit of Booker T. Washington.”49
Before setting off on a goodwill tour in honor of Caribbean emancipation,
Forsythe returned to the school that made this success possible. The school organized a
rally on his behalf. The tour was to serve as an object lesson of moral uplift and
economic attainment. Hundreds gathered in Forsythe’s honor. He continued on to his
birth town of Nassau, where the governor of the Bahamas greeted him in the presence of
a crowd of 5,000 persons, including the U.S.consul and other government officials.50
Albert presented the governor with a scroll, conveying a greeting from the United States.
Albert also made stops in places once called home, Kingston and Port Antonio.51
Forsyth’s accomplishments set a new precedent for blacks in aviation, especially
in the Caribbean. His goodwill tour served as one kind of symbolic unification of blacks
in America and the Caribbean. Forsythe went on to contribute to the American Civil
Rights Movement. His flight partner was none other than Charles “Chief” Anderson,
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who is most known for his contributions in the creation and teaching in the Tuskegee
Civilian Pilot Training course.
Many students from the Caribbean were not as financially stable as the Forsythes.
Class differences were readily present and often identifiable. Students were not
financially supported by government backed insular governments, as was the case of
many Puerto Ricans. Many were not able to fall back on elite political activists, as were
many Cuban students. In a very real sense, students from the Caribbean entered
Tuskegee entirely on their own.
One aspiring student from Kingston, Jamaica, E. B. Steele, wrote Washington
about having little education and little money. Steele acknowledged, “Means are quite
limited,” yet he sought to enter the Day-Middle class. He had a clear purpose for
attending Tuskegee: “my sole aim is to acquire the Science of Agriculture along with a
course in French, I have been made to understand that classes are not yet given, and if
that be true. I would be much obliged if you would inform me if I could possibly ‘get a
course in that, (private or otherwise).”52 Records do not indicate whether Steele entered
the school or not, but it does reveal how Blacks throughout the Caribbean envisioned a
new life mapped out through educational opportunities offered via Tuskegee. Yet many
aspiring students simply could not afford, both emotionally and financially, to leave.
Students from the Caribbean islands took various routes and measures to get to
Tuskegee. It typically took a week to two for students to arrive. Often, financial
difficulties prolonged travel to the mainland. Timothy Johnson, an aspiring student,
planned to enter Tuskegee during the last week of August 1911, in hopes of starting the
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new semester on time.53 However, on August 30, he wrote Washington regretfully
informing him of his inability to enter the school. “My father decided to have sent me at
this session; but he sees where it is impossible so he says he will send me next year.”54
One student from the Grand Cayman Islands wrote that he was unable to afford
passage and would miss the start of the year, but hopefully arrive before November.
Hermando Laroche sought special permission to enter Tuskegee in the spring because he
was scared to enter during the cold American winters. He wrote, “I am afraid of winter
and I don’t know your conditions.”55
Some students were more fortunate. In several instances students from
established families fronted the bill, allowing students to travel and enroll at Tuskegee.
Even in such cases, students still experienced unexpected setbacks. Such was the case of
David Thomas of Tobago. On November 11, 1903, Thomas wrote to Tuskegee seeking
entrance to the school. His father, the Reverend John Thomas, passed away while
preparations were being made for Thomas’s education. His mother, unable to secure the
financial resources, passed away shortly after the death of Thomas’s father. Thomas
wrote, “I have been recently informed of your institution and have sent off at once for
hasty information.” In spite of the loss of his parents, Thomas continued searching for a
way to better his position. Having worked three years in a firm as a cashier, Thomas
believed an education from Tuskegee would help him become the man his father wished
him to be.
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These aspiring students were taking personal initiative. They were not operating
through government officials. This movement was thus organic and grassroots by nature.
Caribbean students operated on a similar schedule to students from Cuba and Puerto
Rico. The Executive Council established a schedule particularly for these groups of
foreign students. Students deemed deficient in English, save Post-Grad, were required to
attend school half a day, five days a week, from 1:30 pm to 4 pm. These same students
were to work half a day in the morning and on Saturday until 3 pm. The committee also
declared that students who decided to focus solely on trade to be allowed to do so.56
Many Caribbean students were placed into a single racial category. When Sir
Harry Johnston, the British colonial administrator visited the school in 1909, he later
recalled that he was “greeted by a large number of Negro students from the British West
Indies.”57 In actuality, only some were from the British West Indies; others, for example,
had come from Spanish colonies. Johnston understood all students to be “Negro” even if
they themselves did not. Quite often, students from Jamaica, Panama or Costa Rica were
recorded simply as “Haitian.” To administrators, you were either, “Puerto Rican or
Haitian.” Still, foreign students fought back against the constructs projected on to them.
They maintained pride in their ethnic origins, embracing the island from which they
arrived.
Often, American-born blacks disassociated themselves from those of foreign
ancestry. Ralph Ellison, a student at Tuskegee in 1933, had difficulty coming to terms
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with international students from the Caribbean he thought to act “quite British.”58
Ellison linked all Caribbean students into a single racial category. Lawrence Jackson
writes that Ellison, “capitulating to popular national prejudices, rejected cultural
identification with foreign blacks because the sense of the alien was strong.59
Every day competition between students reinforced ethnic and national pride.
Colonial administrator Harry Johnston noted the cultural production that was on display.
“At the entrance to the Institute estate we passed under a triumphal arch of evergreens,
decorated with the American and British flags, and we marched in a procession to the
music, alternately, of the National Anthems of both countries.”60 “It should perhaps
again be insisted in that Tuskegee, like Hampton, is very large-hearted as to the
nationality of its students. Both places are becoming an alma mater not only to the
Negroes of the British West Indies, to Amerindians and Filipinos, to Cubans and
Portoricans, but even to natives of British Africa.”61
As foreign students became more comfortable with their surroundings,
competitive banter transformed into cultural exchange. Caribbean students not only
maintained cultural traditions, they introduced them to other foreign and American-born
classmates. American students taught West Indian students basketball; in return, they
were taught cricket. Washington reported, “In recent years some of these [West Indians]
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have succeeded in popularizing cricket among the students.”62 Athletics served as a space
where foreign students competed with and against other international students. Student
spectators cheered on in curiosity and excitement as they experienced new cultural
experiences for the first time.
Students from the Caribbean often traveled from Tuskegee to other southern
cities. Some worked, others met classmates from southern cities, and still others simply
escaped school grounds for the summer. In several instances, students from the
Caribbean found themselves in trouble away from the school’s campus. In 1911 Fred
Dawson, a student from Costa Rica, was arrested in Montgomery, Alabama, and
convicted of larceny and possession of a firearm. Dawson was sentenced to 156 days in
jail. Washington helped to secure the release of the student but saw to it that Dawson be
immediately sent home to Costa Rica.63
After Dawson’s arrest, the school implemented stricter policies for students
leaving school premises. When Ceddes Cole left school grounds for Montgomery
without permission in 1916, an infuriated Washington wrote to Cole’s guardian Mrs. M.
E. Black, informing her that Cole would be suspended. However, the case was ultimately
dismissed.64
Other students had difficulty transitioning to the Tuskegee way of life,
particularly the emphasis on industrial training. Two Haitian students, Cousse and
Bernier, were sent to Tuskegee after hearing of the school’s “national reputation.” Their
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sponsor, Mr. W. F. Jordan informed the school administration that, “Upon inquiry and
upon better acquaintance with the object of Mr. Cousse in sending his children to the
States and upon becoming better acquainted with the ambitions of Cousse… it would be
best if he received an education under the auspices of some distinctly missionary
institution.”65 Thus he recommended the student be transferred to Union Missionary
Training Institute of Brooklyn or the Pratt Institute. Even though Tuskegee afforded
students a certificate through the Phelps Hall Bible School, Cousse thought a distinct
missionary school, which Tuskegee was not, would offer his son a better chance at
becoming a missionary. He reiterated his appreciation for Tuskegee: “I trust you will
understand that my recommendation that he make a change casts no reflection upon what
I think Tuskegee can do for those who desire its peculiar training.”66
Other students embraced the training offered by Tuskegee. The 1905 graduate
Charles Weir of Nassau, Bahamas, found work at his trade in brick masonry. Upon
completing his course he returned home to work for the Bahamas Timber Company.
Recalling how he turned learning into practice, Weir wrote, “My academic training finds
an outlet in the Sunday school, church, lodges, and in the community, in which I live.”
The religious and moral training of Tuskegee was spread, as “I teach two Sunday school
classes, and conduct a fairly good choir.”67 Recalling what the Tuskegee experience
meant to him, Weir wrote, “I am very glad of my Tuskegee training, and while I cannot
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spread the Tuskegee Spirit all over the Bahamas, I spread it wherever I go.”68 Weir used
his education to uplift those within his local community. All foreign students did not
become leaders of mass movements, but they could make significant impacts on their
home communities.
Some students from the Caribbean had success outside of their home
communities. The founder of the Cardinal Gibbons Institute, Victor Daniel, was born in
1884, in Charlotte Amalie, St. Thomas, Virgin Islands. His parents were successful in
both government affairs of the island and as business people. However, they wanted their
son to receive industrial training and to learn a trade off the island. In 1907, Daniel read
Washington’s autobiography, Up From Slavery. Inspired by the story, Daniel was
encouraged to enroll at Tuskegee. He elaborated on why Tuskegee was the right school
for him: “the laws governing my society at home are not based on greed or color, but
upon one’s educational and financial ability.”69
Daniel agreed with Washington’s commitment to education and economic
independence. Cecilia Moore elaborates on why Daniel chose Tuskegee: “Raised in a
culture where education and financial acumen were the keys to everything, he found
Tuskegee’s message of self-help and community advancement through education and
economic development appealing.”70 Between 1911 and 1914, Daniel actively
participated in nearly every facet of life at the school. He entered as part of the junior
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class, studied electrical engineering, served as class president, organized Tuskegee’s first
track team, played on the football team, and founded the Tuskegee Economic League.71
Daniel even won the famed Sumner Peace Prize, an annual award for the best
paper written on the theme of peace.72 Daniel became the second Caribbean student to
win the award. Several years earlier, Walter Benjamin Scott, a Tuskegee student from
Jamaica, won the award for a paper on Charles Sumner entitled, “An Advocate of
Peace.”73 Daniel continued to be a model student for both his Caribbean and American
classmates. From 1913-1916, Daniel served as a faculty member and assistant
commandant. He was also in charge of the male dormitories and served as a school
administrator as a member of the Executive Council.
Cultural differences did not get in the way of the student’s social life. Daniel met
and married a Tuskegee alumnae from Minnesota, Constance Eleanor Hazel. The
Daniels went on to become major figures in the fight for African American citizenship
and equality. Together, they spread Tuskegee’s influence, creating the Cardinal Gibbons
Institute in October 1924, located in St. Mary’s, Maryland. Like Tuskegee, the school
was an industrial and agricultural institute. Their mission was “to respond to the Great
Migration of African Americans in the early 20th century… by providing industrial
education to those who wished to enter the industrial labor force and agricultural

71

Ibid.

72

Ibid.

73

American Peace Society, The Advocate of Peace “Brevities,” 1905.

116

education for those wishing to live off the land.”74 Their second aim was to “prepare a
new generation of African American Catholic leaders.”75
Daniels sought to enhance the cultural sensibilities of the black community by
publishing essays on culture and education. These essays were published in The
Cardinal’s Notebook. The journal was committed to publicizing the accomplishments
throughout African American history and culture.76 Scholars such as Carter G. Woodson
and Langston Hughes frequently contributed to the journal.77
By 1912, the demographics of the Tuskegee student body were changing. Several
generations removed from slavery, certain students began to demand a more progressive
approach to education, one that extended the boundaries of manual and industrial
training. Caribbean students were among the first to push back. Across the Caribbean,
intellectual thought kept pace with a rapidly advancing social and economic society. As
a result, islanders found it difficult to accept an increasingly antiquated economic and
political approach to education. The emergence of Caribbean spokesmen such as Joel
Augustus Rogers, Hubert Harrison and Arturo Schomburg triggered an ideological
change in African American political thought.78 American imperialism and colonial
encroachment between 1909 and 1915 heightened the urgency for blacks under
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oppressive systems to find a more direct approach to resistance. Even Washington’s
political ideology underwent significant revision during this time.
1909 to 1915 were critical years for Washington’s political philosophies. Much
of the change is attributable to his expanding global perspective. In 1909 Washington
read Sir Harry Johnston’s The Negro in the New World, after which his interest in
developing the Caribbean expanded.79 In 1910, Washington embarked on his second tour
of Europe, which he used to produce a comparative study between blacks in the South
and oppressed peoples of the world.80 And in 1912 Washington hosted the International
Conference on the Negro. Negro in the New World was the first book he had read that
adequately addressed people of African descent in the Western Hemisphere. He realized
the necessity to extend aid to the masses throughout the Caribbean: “Even we in America
are accustomed to think that the Negroes in the Western Hemisphere consist of ten
million in the United States and a few thousand in the West Indies.”81
During this period Washington became infatuated with Caribbean development,
particularly in Haiti. To Washington, Haiti represented an object lesson in Black
autonomy. The independence from imperial encroachment and European colonization
was a quintessential symbol across the Diaspora. Washington boasted that Haitians are
“Pure Black and are a very proud people.” One of Washington’s heroes was Haitian
independence leader Toussaint L’Ouverture. Recalling the leader’s importance to World
history, Washington maintained that Toussaint was “one of the grandest characters
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produced by any race.” Through an “ordinary Black man, a slave and the son of slaves…
at the price of hard fighting and much sacrifice… Haitians through many ups and downs
have maintained their independence and have preserved some semblance of a republican
form of government.”82 It was now up to Black Americans to help ensure Haitians
maintained political autonomy. Washington fought to ensure this.
Between 1911 and 1915, American occupation forces invaded Haiti to protect
American and foreign investments. American occupation was met with heavy
opposition, due primarily to President Wilson’s revisions to the Haitian Constitution,
which prohibited foreigners from purchasing land. In essence, American occupation
stripped away one of the remaining autonomous societies in the Atlantic. Washington
was determined to prevent this.
Washington believed the solution rested along economic lines. He concluded,
“The problem that confronts the Negro in the New World, it appears that the problem in
Haiti is for an independent Black people to develop themselves and the great resources of
their rich island.” His solution was for the people to turn all their efforts to the making of
money, money being indeed the but transmuted intellect and work, accumulated by
energy and courage. Ultimately, Washington believed education would resolve the crisis
of Blacks living in the Caribbean.83
Washington declared, “It is by means of practical education that the Negro is to
be developed and made a useful citizen.” He thought that by spreading industrial
education to the Caribbean, Afro-Caribbeans could stave off the effects of “oppression,
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idleness and imperial aggression.” Washington continued, “Most important, America
should establish a Haitian system of elementary, agricultural, and industrial schools
staffed largely by Negro College grads.”84 Washington’s suggestions were well received
in both black and white communities. The Independent, for example also argued that
education would go further than military occupation: “A few Tuskegee graduates would
do more to regenerate Haiti than regiments of marines.”85
Washington advanced the idea that African Americans should be responsible for
expanding education to people of the Caribbean. He ridiculed Haitians for acquiescing
to French customs, arguing that, “they have been content to get the veneer of French
Civilization without its substance and reality.”86 By 1912, Washington begun to doubt
European motives. He held misgivings concerning the validity of European trained
Haitians, blaming Europeans for exploiting and under-developing the Caribbean.87 He
moved his critique to the educational system in Haiti. Washingotn concluded, “In Hayti
(sic), the people have been educated in France and Germany for a number of generations,
and have a higher degree of literary education, but practically none have been trained
along industrial and scientific lines.” He wanted Haitians to receive an education that
would be of service not just for their own individual use, but also for the ultimate
development of their country. He believed if Haitians were trained in American colleges,
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then “they would be in a position to return assist in developing the agricultural and
mineral resources of their homeland.”88
Washington emerged as a major proponent of Haitian equality and selfsufficiency. He refused to turn a blind eye or remain silent. After hearing that American
marines had killed fifty Haitians, Washington noted how American blacks were
becoming increasingly frustrated. “To every black man in the United States this dispatch
brought a feeling of disappointment and sorrow.”89 He added, “It seems to me rather
harsh and precipate… Sending marines as diplomats and Mauser bullets as messengers of
destruction breeds riots and anarchy, and are likely to leave a legacy of age-long hatred
and regret.” Washington believed that graduates of Tuskegee and other black schools in
America should be given the resources to help develop their “fellow brothers” in the
Caribbean. Washington closed his article by reminding the American government that
black people were coming together as one, not just Americans but throughout the entire
Caribbean. “The ten million black people in the United States are watching.”90
Washington’s overall goal was to make a constructive policy that would rebuild Haiti
economically and would ultimately leave “Haiti for the Haitians.”
As the political climate changed across the Western Hemisphere, so too did the
attitudes of Caribbean students enrolling at Tuskegee. Claude McKay, later to become
famous as a Harlem poet and activist, represented the new type of student entering
Tuskegee. The militant stance of the author of “If We Must Die” grew out of a broader
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experience. He came to Tuskegee after having successfully published “Songs of Jamaica
and Constab Ballads,” receiving a government apprenticeship, and working as a police
constable in Jamaica. He was relatively more experienced than others in his age group.
His ambition for racial equality and social mobility led him to Tuskegee.
In 1912 with the help of his mentor, folklore collector Walter Jekyll, McKay was
awarded the medal of the Jamaican Institute of Arts and Sciences.91 The funds from this
prestigious award allowed McKay the opportunity to attend any American college of his
choosing. He chose Tuskegee. Tuskegee appealed to McKay for several reasons. First,
he was interested in the opportunity to study agronomy under the great George
Washington Carver. Tuskegee was also receiving a great deal of publicity in Jamaica at
this time as the school prepared for the first International Conference on the Negro,
planned for April of that same year. Since 1911, Jamaican papers like the Daily Gleaner
covered in detail the choosing of Jamaican and other West Indian delegates.92
Success stories from Tuskegee’s West Indian students inspired McKay. In
Jamaica, The Times “The People’s Parliament” issued an extensive letter from a group of
West Indian students describing the school, its courses, and its cost. It also explained the
steps necessary for admission. The West Indian fraternity at Tuskegee impressed
McKay. After attending a musical performance by prominent black entertainers Madame
Naomi Bailey Hardy and Henrietta Vinton Davis, a close friend of Booker T.
Washington, McKay was further persuaded to attend Tuskegee.
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While McKay determined to enroll at Tuskegee, his mentors Jekyll and T. H.
MacDermont expressed concerns over the intense racial climate in the American South.
They reminded McKay that he would not be immune to the discrimination and constant
racism, that white racism was drastically different from color-graded class-consciousness
in Jamaica. In “My Green Hills of Jamaica,” McKay reflected the warning issued by his
mentors: “Claude, we hate to see you go because you will be changed, terribly by
America.”93 Still, Jekyll believed that an American education could do some good, not
only for McKay, but for all of Jamaica. Jekyll reasoned that Tuskegee would provide
McKay with an education that would allow him to return to Jamaica and help build up
that country. This belief was based off of earlier experiences of Tuskegee’s successful
West Indian alumni. However, Tuskegee, and America would change McKay. He would
never return home to Jamaica.
For McKay, Tuskegee and Booker T. Washington were signs of Black progress.
He subscribed to the ideology that Tuskegee served as a lesson for what Blacks all over
the world, and especially in Jamaica, could accomplish. He reasoned, “America was the
land of education and opportunity… it was a new land to which all people who had
youth, and a youthful mind turned.”94 That summer, McKay set out for Tuskegee with the
hopes of becoming a government agricultural instructor; instead he became among the
first of emigrating West Indian radicals to leave a substantial mark on American racial
politics and culture.
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McKay arrived in America in the summer of 1912. His first stop was Charleston,
South Carolina. Cole Blease had just replaced avid Bill Tillman as Governor. A strong
proponent of lynch law, Blease wrote, “Whenever the constitution of my state steps
between me and the defense of the virtue of the white woman, then I say to hell with the
Constitution.” It was here where McKay was personally introduced to Jim Crow. He
recalled, “I had heard of prejudice in America but never dreamed of it being so intensely
bitter, for at home there is also prejudice of the English sort, subtle and dignified, rooted
in class distinction—color and race being hardly taken into account… At first it horrified
my spirit revolted against the ignoble cruelty and blindness of it all.”95 American racism
ate at McKay, all the way to the core of his soul.
Disappointment and anger crept in even before McKay arrived at Tuskegee. “I
soon found myself hating in return but this feeling couldn’t last for to hate is to be
miserable.”96 For this ambitious twenty-one year old, a fire was stirred up that would be
hard to fan at Tuskegee. McKay grew impatient with what he called “the semi-military,
machine-like existence” at Tuskegee.97 In a display of frustration McKay responded the
main way he knew how, by writing a poem. “To the White Friends” is a sophisticated
critique of early twentieth century racial relations. “Think you I could not arm me with a
gun, and shoot down ten of you for every one of my black brothers murdered, burnt by
you?98 The poem highlights the mentality of a changing social and politically engaged
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class of Blacks, frustrated with racism and injustice. McKay was signifying that this
generation would not be afraid to fight back. “Be not deceived, for every deed you do I
could match- out-match: Am I not Africa’s son?” The poem underscores McKay’s
dismay at American racism: “If the poet could not physically defeat it, he nevertheless,
could throw a revealing light on its moral inferiority.”99 “Before the world is swallowed
up in night, to show thy little lamp: go forth, go forth!”
By the end of the year McKay packed his bags and left Tuskegee. Although he
claimed he left due to the strict guidelines of the school, letters to the editor of the Daily
Gleaner suggest otherwise. McKay complained about co-ed activities and engagement at
the school’s dining hall. Other black colleges such as Hampton, Fisk, Shaw, and
Alabama State all maintained stricter policies against cohabitation. Tuskegee officials
actually argued that McKay was a serious student with a keen and observant eye yet had
a tendency to be too critical.”100
It was quite possible that Tuskegee’s curriculum provided little challenge for the
advanced McKay. Wayne Cooper writes, “For a mature student such as McKay, whose
literary education already equaled, perhaps exceeded, that of his teachers, the limited
academic program at Tuskegee could not have provided much challenge.”101 But Cooper
dismisses some of the leading black teachers in the field of agriculture and science, such
as Carver and R. R. Taylor. Tuskegee also offered McKay an opportunity to advanced to
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the Senior class or complete Post-Graduate work offered by the school. He declined
both.
The true reasons behind McKay’s departure remain hidden. Yet those few short
months at Tuskegee left an impression on him. Several of his poems offer clarity on his
experiences at the school and his relationship with Washington. Throughout the 1920s
McKay maintained that Washington established the school on a “sound” social principle.
He maintained that Tuskegee was a “practical demonstration” of what “Negroes might
accomplish for themselves.”102 He embraced Washington’s ideology that blacks did not
need to force integration; like Washington, he doubted whether blacks were ready,
willing, or even able to integrate into white American life. In the Jewish Frontier,
McKay wrote, “Tuskegee is disliked by Negro snobs, because it is an exclusive Negro
College, and in their eyes this situation robs, the place of quality in dispensing
knowledge.”103
After Booker T. Washington’s death in 1915, McKay demonstrated his
appreciation and reverence for the leader and his former school in a poem, “In
Memoriam: Booker T. Washington.” As Tyrone Tillery points out, McKay “makes no
mention of the oppressive and restrictive environment cited as a reason for his
departure.”104 Rather “McKay’s poem projects the image of a student who revered the
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fatherly strength and assurance Washington provided his students.”105 It reads: “Fast
matured by your subtle fact and power. O how I loved, adored your furrowed face! And
fondly hoped, before your days were gone, you would look into mine too with paternal
grace.”106
Yet before the end of the term McKay transferred to Kansas State. At Kansas
State, McKay performed poorly, especially in the field he came to America to study,
agriculture. Two years later, after receiving a $2,000 gift, McKay once again packed his
belongings and headed north for Harlem.
In Harlem, McKay and other black expatriates developed a more radical
philosophy for liberation and independence from imperial aggression. The foundation
meshed many ideologies; among them were lessons he learned from Tuskegee. McKay
later recalled in 1934 that, “Since the days of Booker T. Washington, Blacks in the
United States effectively abandoned any serious effort toward community selfimprovement.”107
For McKay, Tuskegee symbolized what was possible through economic self-help.
In addition to self-sufficiency, Tuskegee also became a symbol of “true” Blackness.
This, too, is captured in Mckay’s poem: “Tuskegee is disliked by Negro snobs.” For
McKay, Tuskegee presented both an intellectual and cultural challenge to racial prejudice
and discrimination. To McKay, critics of the Tuskegee way were viewed as elitist and out
of touch with the Black community. McKay declared, “Tuskegee is disliked by Negro
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snobs, because it is an exclusive Negro college.” McKay believed that Tuskegee mirrored
Jamaica’s working class ethos, one that put up an affront against the upper-class elite. He
added, “And there are others where some whites, attend, with colored students and the
snobs declare: That is the perfect system to defend, As a symbol that EQUALITY is here!
Oh for Mencken upright on his feet, to blast the smugness of the Black elite.”108
By the time of McKay’s departure in 1913, another Jamaican was on the verge of
making his political ascent: the young agitator, Marcus Garvey. One of the most
successful advocates of Black advancement and solidarity, Garvey dedicated his life’s
work to the building up of the political and cultural needs of people of African descent.
Garvey found a pragmatic approach through Washington and Tuskegee’s educational
philosophies. He grew up in St. Ann’s Parish on Jamaica’s North coast where in 1909
pioneer Barbadian Pan-Africanist Dr. Albert Thorne started one of the island’s first
industrial schools.109 By this time Washington’s influence among prominent West Indian
leaders such as Henry Sylvester Williams, Benito Sylvain, Duse Mohamed Ali, and
Hubert Harrison had already been well established.110 West Indian students had
graduated from Tuskegee as early as 1907. It comes then as no surprise that Garvey
reached out to the Tuskegee educator before his arrival to the United States.
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It was around this time that Garvey was encouraged (probably by Ali) to read
Washington’s autobiography, Up From Slavery. From that day forward, as Garvey saw
it, his “doom” of being a race leader was realized. Moved to make a difference, Garvey
recognized the first step in helping Jamaicans. If Garvey was to help build up his fellow
countrymen, the first step would be to create a school. With several industrial schools
already proving beneficial, Garvey determined to set up a school along those same lines.
To help, Garvey solicited the help of the principal builder of the world’s most successful
industrial school, Booker T. Washington. Garvey’s determination quickly won the
respect of Washington. He sent Washington an ad to demonstrate his commitment
towards building a school. The placard read “Roseday Here To-Day: Buy a Rose and
help the Universal Negro Improvement Association of Jamaica to establish their
Industrial Farm & Institute to help the People of Jamaica.” Garvey attached a letter that
read, “Dear Sir & Brother, we are organized out here on broad lines and we find it
conclusive to our interest to pave our way both industrially and intellectually.”111
In response to Garvey’s interest in developing an industrial school, Washington
urged Garvey to visit his school. “I hope that when you come to America you will come
to Tuskegee and see for yourself what we are striving to do for the colored young man
and woman of the South.”112 Garvey was encouraged by Washington’s invitation. In
April 1915, Garvey wrote Washington expecting to arrive in the U. S before July. He
hoped Washington would serve as a tour guide and mentor throughout his stay. “I am
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now asking you to do your best to assist me during my stay in America, as I shall be
coming there a stranger to people.”113
Booker T. Washington died several months after this last correspondence. With
his death, any potential collaboration between the two was lost. For Garvey, the
opportunity to discuss a political platform was a milestone for his upstart career. Colin
Grant stresses, “The significance of Booker T. Washington’s letters lay in the weight
Marcus Garvey attached to them.”114 He added, “To an aspiring race leader and his
fellow travelers, they demarked just how far he’d come: let critics sneer, here was
validation of his endeavors from arguably the most outstanding black man of his time.”115
Garvey moved to capitalize on the promises made by Washington before his death.
Garvey proceeded forward with his plans to build an industrial school in Jamaica.
He maintained communication with Tuskegee through Washington’s private secretary
Emmett J. Scott and Principal Robert Moton. In America, Garvey influenced and gained
encouragement from Tuskegee students, faculty, and administration.
Garvey’s second tour of Tuskegee was an extended visit. He addressed students
and left a significant financial contribution that was generously received by the Tuskegee
Student.116 Tuskegee made such an impression on Garvey that he endowed an annual
scholarship. He concluded, “Language fails me… to express my high appreciation for

113

Garvey to BTW April 12, 1915, Garvey Papers

114

Grant, Negro With a Hat, 69.

115

Ibid.

116

Ibid.

130

the service you all have rendered to us as a people.”117 For Garvey, Tuskegee
represented hope and his educational program and racial strategy were emblematic of the
time. Garvey understood as well as anyone the context in which Washington was forced
to operate. The conservative approach to solving the race problem, however, ultimately
died with Washington.
If historians tend to see Garvey as an antithesis to Washington, Garvey viewed
himself more as a disciple of Washington. Garvey for example adopted and replicated
Washington’s National Negro Business League’s (NNBL) focus on black business and
economic self-sufficiency as a model for the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA).

Garvey’s rhetoric of race pride, nationalism, and black consciousness were

simply extended ideas learned from Washington.118
The ideals of economic solidarity, self-sufficiency, educational development, and
race conscious pride that Garvey learned from Washington were the same ideals
disseminated to students from the Caribbean. After 1915, these ideas were transformed
amid a rapidly changing social and political climate, and an expanded world perspective
by returning soldiers. These factors contributed to the rapid social and political
adjustment of students in America. The changing social climate had major implications
for future and current foreign students attending Tuskegee.
By Washington’s death in 1915 the racial climate in America progressively
worsened. D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation sparked the revitalization of the Ku Klux
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Klan, lynch law prevailed throughout the entire South, the East St. Louis Massacre of
1917 further disrupted racial peace, and mistreatment of Black soldiers during and after
World War I created new frustrations in Black America. Simultaneously, the increased
violence and bleak job perspective pushed many Southern Blacks including Tuskegee
graduates north. By 1930 approximately 40,000 immigrants had settled into New York,
including West Indian immigrants from Tuskegee like Claude McKay. In this space,
Blacks blended habits, qualities, traditions and ideals carried from Southern states,
Africa, and the West Indies. Together they formed a new mass movement, one based on
the ideals of race consciousness, social justice, civic opportunity, and economic power.
Caribbean immigrants seemingly embodied the very essence of Washington’s uplift
program of thrift, hard work, and independence. As Robert Moton later recalled, this
new generation was imbedded with a confidence, which “is now being felt in the rapid
strides with which the race is advancing.”119 Within the context of the imagined
Tuskegee persona, leaders of the New Negro Movement were offered a glimpse of
optimism, established future expectations and sought to develop a new radical African
American community.
Viewing the rise of Marcus Garvey and to a larger degree the advent of the New
Negro Movement as an extension of Tuskegee can help connect the interwar years to the
emergence of Black radicalism. The Harlem Renaissance did not simply begin with the
creation of the UNIA (1914), the Red Summer of 1919 or Alaine Locke’s publication of
The New Negro (1925). It was a culmination of a process that included many motivating
forces, including Caribbean migration to Tuskegee. Black nationalists, then, owe much
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to Booker T. Washington and his institution.120 Manning Marable argues that, “Far more
important was Tuskegee’s Black nationalist and independent image to young blacks.”121
It was an image of Black independence, of self-help and of political self-determination.
More important than the reality is how nationalists perceived the image. It was an image
that represented a beacon of liberation. Marable contended, “Much like Marcus Garvey
[Black Nationalist] who identified with Washington actively struggled for black
capitalism and black power.”
Between 1910 and 1915 West Indian students at Tuskegee such as Forsyth,
Bryan, Daniels, and McKay found an institution that was essential to nationalist
prerogatives and independent advancement. Exposure to Tuskegee’s philosophy of racial
pride resonated with West Indian students. In a lecture given by Washington, he urged
those in attendance that, “Our people need to be taught pride of race. I have no
hesitation,” Washington declared, “in asserting that I am as proud of my race as you
[whites] are of yours.”122 He also believed that training Afro-Caribbeans would lead to
the development of an economically self-reliant black community, one equipped to own
their own schools, businesses, land, and real estate.
The Caribbean-Tuskegee program established a standard that declared that as
African American modes of education increased, so would racial pride.123 It was racial
pride that served as the cornerstone of the radical movement post 1919. Students at
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Tuskegee were exposed to numerous ethnicities, cultural experiences, political ideas, and
life philosophies. Tuskegee provided students a space to work out complex ideas of
identity and nuances of race, class, color, and ethnicity. Both American born and foreign
students could walk away from Tuskegee with a deeper understanding of themselves and
of the larger world.
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Chapter Four
The Order of African Redemption: African Students at Tuskegee
Between 1892 and 1915, young men and women from across the African
continent enrolled as students at Tuskegee Institute. Some entered the United States
through the efforts of missionaries, some through the benevolence of political authorities,
and others on their own initiative. Some had positive experiences while others left shortly
after arrival. The experiences of African students at Tuskegee were dynamic. Milfred
Fierce notes, “These late nineteenth and early twentieth century students were initially
recruited by missionaries, but they were much influenced by the protest ethos they
observed while studying at Southern Black Colleges, and some were transformed into
revolutionary types.”1 Experiences varied as much as the countries from where students
arrived. They entered from countries such as Liberia, Monrovia, Kenya, the Sudan,
Ghana, and South Africa. Through this program, Africans and African Americans spun a
web of cultural exchange that transformed into actual social, economic, and political
development.
In spite of the repression of African colonialism and in spite of Jim Crow racism,
the push for educational reform bridged together Africans and African Americans in a
global fight against racial oppression. Out of this dynamic emerges a complex story.
Booker T. Washington’s advocacy of industrial education to eradicate racial
discrimination piqued the interest of African nationalists abroad.2 Tracing the experience

1

Milfred Fierce, Pan-African, 61.

2

See Kevin Gaines, American Africans in Ghana: Black Expatriates and the Civil Rights
Era (Chapel Hill: UNC Press Books, 2006); Mary Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the
Image of American Democracy. (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2000);
James Meriwether, Proudly We Can Be Africans: Black Americans and Africa, 1935-1961

135

of African students in one of America’s most recognizable Black colleges offers a new
perspective on the ideological and political exchanges across the Atlantic.
Alumni of Tuskegee’s African program formed the basis of what would evolve
into a much larger movement during the 1960s and 1970s. It was during the early part of
the twentieth century, however, that the foundation of this movement took root.
Tuskegee offered a protected space for the transfer of intellectual and cultural exchange.
When many African Americans were just beginning to combat negative
stereotypes of a “Dark Africa,” Tuskegee emerged as one of the first educational
institutions to adopt a pro-African stance. More important, students, faculty,
administrators, and the Tuskegee community drew cultural and racial pride from African
issues. This pride was used to push for a more aggressive reform in regard to African
interests.
Although not every student embraced the school or its virtues, numerous African
students entered and graduated from Tuskegee. This process was part of a much larger
movement. It was a movement that advanced African initiative and determination in the
search for a complete education.3 Between 1890 and 1915 hundreds of Africans entered
the American South as students. These students hailed from various parts of the
continent, including Sierra Leone, the Gold Coast, Nigeria, and Togo. In 1892, Tuskegee
welcomed its first international student, Sara Jane Lomax. She was a sixteen-year-old
female from Liberia, West Africa.4
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By 1898, about the same time Tuskegee first opened its doors to students from
Puerto Rico and Cuba, members of the emerging African elite began to travel to Europe
and the U.S.in search of higher educational opportunities.5 Many of the first African
students that came to the U. S., were converts to Christianity and were sent out with the
understanding that they were to return to their home countries upon graduation.
According to Sylvia Jacobs, approximately seventy African students enrolled in
American colleges or universities before 1900, and one-third of them returned throughout
the Africa continent to serve as missionaries in their respective countries.6
Before the turn of the twentieth century, educational reformers at Black
institutions such as Livingstone, Spelman, Lincoln, Hampton, and Tuskegee began laying
the foundations for partnerships between African American and African institutions.7 In
1889, for example, Nora Gordon, a graduate of Spelman College, became the school’s
first graduate to head to the Congo as an African missionary.8 Several years later, Flora
E. Zeto became the first Congolese student to graduate from Spelman.9
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Prior to the turn of the century, institutions such as Spelman and Livingstone
played the largest role in connecting African American missionaries to Africa. Initial
efforts were led by men and women such as Bishop Henry McNeal Turner and Nora
Gordon.

In 1894, the Stewart Missionary Foundation for Africa was formed. It served

the purpose of preparing African Americans for missionary work in Africa. By 1895, the
Foundation successfully sponsored a congress on Africa to be held in Atlanta.10 By this
time, Africans had already began entering American colleges. African students began
appearing in HBCUs, and they urged their American classmates to take up educational
work in Africa.11 Kenneth King writes, “The attraction of the American Negro colleges
for aspiring African students has frequently been alluded to as a vital element in the
nurturing of Pan-African sentiments.”12
Originally, Tuskegee did not serve as the primary destination for African students;
in the late nineteenth century, Livingstone College in Salisbury, North Carolina fulfilled
that purpose. James Emman Kwegyir Aggrey, or as some called him, “the Booker T.
Washington of Africa,” sought additional training past what the Gold Coast could offer
him and his peers. In 1898, Aggrey enrolled at Livingstone College.
Joseph Charles Price, founder of Livingstone College, established the school in
memoriam of David Livingstone, the renowned English explorer and African missionary.
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The college stressed an academic and theological education rather than an industrial one.
Yet industrial classes were offered to the majority of students. Industrial education
appealed to Aggrey more than any other educational approach. For Aggrey, the learning
of a skilled trade provided a pragmatic and fundamental methodology for building a new
Africa. In order to gain a deeper understanding of industrial education, Aggrey turned to
Tuskegee.
He viewed Tuskegee as a significant contribution towards race vindication.
Motivated by the school’s concept of black advancement through educational, social, and
economic uplift, Aggrey hoped to apply the missionary ethos of civilization and
redemption for a practical methodology that would address Africa’s social and economic
realities. So when Aggrey returned to Africa to help found Achimota in 1924, he
modeled the school’s mission off Booker T. Washington’s philosophy of self-help and
George Washington Carver’s scientific approach to agricultural development, even
replicating Carver’s movable school on wheels. The school’s motto Ut Omnes Unum
Sint, which means, “That all may be one,” also aligned with Washington’s philosophic
conception of a “model community.”13
European interests in Africa helped push young African emigrants to America. In
1884, the major Western powers including Portugal, France, Germany and Britain met in
Berlin to discuss the partitioning of Africa. These European nations claimed sovereignty
not on the basis of economic conquest, but off the strength of a “common humanitarian
effort to end slavery in Africa and to replace the slave trade with legitimate trade, and
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free labor.”14 Before the conference, minimal boundaries in Africa existed. By the turn
of the twentieth century nearly the entirety of Africa was divided into spheres of
influence. In East Africa, the German sphere was distinguished from the British to the
North and the Portuguese to the South. In equatorial Africa, the French sphere was
defined between the Congo Free State and the Spanish sphere. In West Africa, the
French Ivory Coast was separated from the British Gold Coast.15 The majority of
students enrolling at Tuskegee came from British and French controlled colonies.
The question of what to do with the African citizenry became a vital question for
future economic, social, and political development. Colonists in Africa existed in two
forms, as capitalists and as missionaries. Colonists engaged African leaders, elders, and
chiefs, employing a divide-and-conquer philosophy and advanced business models to
exploit untapped natural resources. Missionaries sought to advance ideals of Christianity.
They often projected western ideals onto people they found to be “uncivilized heathens.”
Education was used as a means to spread “civilization.” Formal education focused
primarily on the production of clerks, messengers, and semi-educated clones complicit
with colonial authorities. This civilizing mission discouraged African citizenry from
practicing their own religious beliefs, erased traditional value systems, and enforced
western thought.
The British were especially determined to develop an “appropriate” method of
education for its subjects. Aided by the International Educational Commission, British
colonists stressed an educational model that advanced agricultural training. They taught
14
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only reading, writing, and arithmetic. British officials envisioned that the existing model
of education would stunt the creation of an educated elite capable of making political and
economic demands. This was not received well by many Africans. Kenneth King notes
“Colonial educational priorities ran directly counter to the aspirations of many Africans,
who felt that their hopes could only be satisfied in universities overseas.”16
Many aspiring students saw education as a means to economic and social
mobility. They wanted a further training that was suitable to the current socioeconomic
needs of the land. Washington held little faith that missionary schools would accomplish
this end. He argued that missionary schools would not succeed in elevating or making
the African people self-sufficient. Washington posited: “it is pathetic to note the
earnestness with which, at the present time, these people are seeking the white man’s
education in order that they may fit themselves and their people for the white man’s
civilization.” Washington believed that industrial education would provide the practical
training, while the cultural and intellectual space offered by Tuskegee would prove more
beneficial to incoming African students.
Outside of missionary schools, opportunities for higher education in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century Africa were limited.17 Most methods of education
were dictated by colonial governments, leaving African students with very little
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autonomy. The schools were often controlled, funded, and modeled on the pedagogical
methods dictated by Europeans. Even Achimota was heavily influenced by European
control. These schools were incubators of the “White Man’s Burden,” the mission to
“civilize and Christianize Africa.”18 Still, as early as the 1890s a class of educated and
westernized Africans emerged out of similar schools across the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone,
and South Africa. From this class emerged the first African students to enroll at
Tuskegee.
Viewed as politically “safe” schools by white benefactors, institutions such as
Hampton and Tuskegee became logical options. Following the advice of the PhelpsStokes commission, colonial officials and missionaries thought these schools to be
immune from protest; critics such as William Monroe Trotter and W. E. B. Du Bois
perceived them as incubators of black submission through manual work.19
Samuel Armstrong, founder and first principal of Hampton, contemplated the
benefits of a Hampton-type training for African youth when he reached out to Liberian
pan-Africanist Edward Wilmot Blyden. Armstrong wrote, “Three first class African boys
could be educated with profit at this institute.”20 Blyden was not sold. Blyden
understood that Hampton was influenced and run entirely by a white majority. He
expressed hesitancy that African alumni from Hampton “may be giants when they return
home, but they walk on their heads. The infants who have stayed at home are stronger
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than they for the purpose of the country.”21 For many Africans, Tuskegee served as a
more reliable and trustworthy option. Unlike Hampton, blacks filled every staff, faculty,
and administrative role at Tuskegee. The fact that Tuskegee appeared to be completely
self-sufficient distinctly elevated Tuskegee over Hampton, and many other black
colleges. Blyden declared that Tuskegee’s “words and work will tend to free two races
with prejudice and false views of life.”22 After a five-week course at Tuskegee one
Nigerian visitor noted, “it make[s] a whole world of difference whether a school is a
Hampton or Tuskegee.”23 He continued, “At Hampton runs an undercurrent of a feeling
of repulsion, repression and the resultant vile complexes infused in youth. Here (at
Tuskegee) I have found a fierce self-realization that opens up the fullest and finest
intellectual and physical forces of our youth.”24
Tuskegee attracted African students for various reasons. Agricultural, industrial,
and scientific innovation, along with cooperative extension programs, established
Tuskegee as a major force in advancing the social and economic status of blacks living in
the South.25 Concentrated efforts to reach a wider demographic culminated with the
creation of the Annual Negro Conference (1892), the Monthly Farmers Institute (1898),
the Farmers’ Short Courses in Agriculture (1904), and the Jesup Agricultural Wagon
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(1906). These programs moved Tuskegee beyond the boundaries of Macon County. The
school’s place in agricultural advancement inspired international interest. From this
interest spread numerous programs and sponsorships.26
Prospects for social and economic advancement in many African countries were
minimal. Being such, aspiring Africans looked for better schooling abroad. James
Morgan relayed some of the limitations of African education during this era. An aspiring
student from Zungeru, Nigeria, at twenty five years old, Morgan was employed in the
Nigerian Government Treasury. He desired deeper levels of training: “in the school I
attended on the Gold Coast no industrial training whatever was given, besides ordinary
book knowledge.”27 He continued, “I now observe the futility of one being useful to his
country by being a clerk for life, especially if he is African, and desire freedom and
recognition politically for people of his colour.”28 In contrast to some other African
students, Morgan welcomed industrial training.
Tuskegee appealed to Morgan and many of his peers for its practical
methodologies and applications. Morgan informed Washington, “There are immense
agricultural and industrial possibilities in the Gold Coast Colony as yet
underdeveloped.”29 Written in 1915, Morgan’s letter reflected a longstanding concern
among Africans living under colonial rule to take on the responsibility for the social and
economic building of their homelands. One solution concerned education; higher
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education in the United States offered an alternative means to a life as a clerk or a
messenger under colonial rule.
Global publicity for Tuskegee spread rapidly after the 1910 World Missionary
Conference in Edinburgh and the International Conference on the Negro of 1912 at
Tuskegee. Although Tuskegee’s notoriety as a model for African education grew
primarily as a result of individual efforts, colonial governments were beginning to
organize more concentrated efforts to send students to the U.S. for study.
Men who looked to Tuskegee as a model for economic development included the
English Board of Education’s Michael Sadler, Governor of the Gold Coast J. P. Rodger,
and Honduran expatriate turned U.S. Minister and Consul General to Liberia Ernest
Lyon. They expressed deep interest in learning, adopting, and reproducing Tuskegee’s
methods. Officials in Rhodesia, South Africa, Nigeria, and Kenya noted that black
colleges such as Tuskegee had promoted a trade-oriented system of education that they
hoped might now be applied to Africans. Rodger, after having assessed educational
models across the South, determined the methods of Tuskegee most suitable for African
education. As a result, he made manual training compulsory in the schools under his
jurisdiction.30 The Governor of the Gold Coast believed that the colony’s two major
educational needs were 1.) Expansion of the school system, and 2.) A curriculum with a
more vocational bias. The best means to these ends, he insisted, was through a program
whereby a specific number of Gold Coast natives and expatriates be brought into contact
with the practical methods of American education as epitomized by Hampton and
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Tuskegee.31 He believed that by sending “native” men to learn the methods of the
school, and also by recruiting Tuskegee students and recent graduates, they would help
initiate some practical methods for the education of rural natives.32
Washington was instrumental in bringing African students to Tuskegee.
Although he adamantly spoke against emigration to Africa, he was not opposed to
Tuskegee as a purveyor of short-term technical assistance for social and economic
development in Africa.33 Over time, Washington grew more educated about the nuanced
history of Africa; with time, his commitment to African development became more
permanent. Washington undertook several major projects with African countries.34 A
major component of each program always considered the recruitment of African students.
Analyses of these programs help illuminate African motives for entrance into Tuskegee.
No African countries grabbed Washington’s attention more than South Africa and
Liberia. The South African Commissioner for education consulted Washington on the
problem of organizing education in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State. Washington
resolved that there was no very great difference between the native problem in South
Africa and the Negro problem in America.35 Like the four million freedmen after the
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American Civil War, millions of South African blacks had never been brought through
academic or other agencies into contact with a “higher civilization.” As a result,
Washington deduced, “the industries of South Africa languish and refuse to prosper for
lack of labor.”36 For Washington, the problem South Africans faced mirrored that of
blacks in the American South.
Long before South African apartheid was institutionalized in 1948, racial caste
had long plagued social and political autonomy for people of color. A diverse range of
African cultures from Central and East Africa migrated South, settling into the Transvaal,
the Orange Free State, Natal, the Cape Province, and Bechuanaland. Nearly eighty-eight
percent of South Africa’s Black population lived in Cape Province, 102,000 in the
Transvaal and the rest in Natal and the Free Orange State.
These migrants mixed with the indigenous Hottentots and “Bushmen.” By 1652,
European immigrants began settling in parts of South Africa. Before long, trading
stations could be found in Cape Town and quickly spread outwards. Increased
commercial and missionary activity set in motion rapid societal transformation. To meet
economic demands, slaves were imported from East and West Africa and Madagascar.
From their descendants arose the Cape’s black population. Meanwhile, the European
population continued to rise. This contact created years of conflict, war, conquest, and
exploitation. By the turn of the nineteenth century, the British Government replaced
Dutch, Portuguese, and French colonizers. Out of this context emerged the foundations
of South Africa’s socio-political problems.37
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British imperialists ushered in a new age of colonial rule in South Africa. The
British government adopted a much tougher stance on government policy, reorganized
the constitution, established a new currency, and introduced circuit courts. By 1850, the
Anglo-Boer War left two remaining republics: the Orange Free State and the South
African Republic, both independent of British control. However, Africans living in the
Transvaal and Free State were left without political autonomy. By 1880, the European
scramble for Africa further stripped away political autonomy from Black and indigenous
South Africans. To compound matters, the 1870 discovery of diamonds further cemented
ethnic exploitation and isolation. The partitioning of African countries not only created
economic and political division, but also attacked indigenous cultural traditions.
Beginning in 1848, the British government took steps to politically isolate African
populations. Economic markets grew considerably unfavorable to Black South Africans.
Black South Africans gained employment opportunities not available to other Africans
living in other oppressive colonial states. These positions, however, barred participation
in most professional occupations. Many found work via trades in the printing industry,
domestic service, and as hotel and office managers. Others found work as teachers.
Women found work as nurses, typists, dressmakers, shop assistants, and as waitresses.
Black South Africans were not content with their social and economic status. As race
consciousness heightened, many South Africans grew to resent social restrictions.
Washington’s relationship with the people of South Africa was expansive.
Although many African countries faced exploitation and racial discrimination, social
conditions in South Africa more closely resembled that of the American South. Seeking
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to gain political and economic autonomy, South African leaders looked to Tuskegee for
help solving their country’s race problem.
Washington hosted numerous South African Nationalists at Tuskegee and
influenced political activity abroad in South Africa. After reading Up From Slavery,
which was later translated to Bantu, John Langalibalele Dube, or as he was called by
some, the “Booker T. Washington of South Africa,” transferred Washington’s self-help
program to Natal.38 Through Dube, South Africa sparked a movement for black
industrial education and political demands for self-determination. Young South Africans
who identified with Washington advanced an ideology predicated on the principles of
black capitalism and black power. Dube, the Zulu educator and first President of the
South African National Congress (ANC), visited Tuskegee in May of 1897. He told
Washington, “I am very much interested in just the same work that you are [doing] for
my people the Zulus of So. Africa.”39
Many Africans entered into Tuskegee’s Phelps Hall Bible Training School.
Among them was the first African born bishop, Francis Herman Gow. Gow’s parents
were Atlantic travelers. His father, originally born in the West Indies, settled in Cape
Town in the 1880s, where became a photographer and elder in the AME church.40 He
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sent his three children to be educated in American schools: Hannah enrolled at
Wilberforce; Levi Coppin at Coppin State, and Francis Herman at Tuskegee.41
Gow entered Tuskegee’s Junior Class on September 15, 1904, on a one-month
trial. A pupil of the great scientist George Washington Carver, Gow studied Methods of
Agriculture, particularly cotton growing with a concentration on truck gardening. Upon
graduation, Gow became the first South African to complete training at Tuskegee. As a
student, Gow emerged as influential to students, faculty, and even principal Washington.
His father provided Francis Herman with photographic evidence of conditions in Africa.
Gow used these photos to educate his peers and Washington. A February 16 letter to
Washington read, “I am glad to have the privilege of giving you the few photos,
presenting scenes from life of the Zulu, and the Afrikendos.”42 Washington also inspired
Gow. After reading Washington’s publication, “Industrial Education in Africa,” Gow
wrote, “The statement made in this article has inspired me as none other has done to an
intelligent regard for the needs of my people.”43
Gow believed that industrial education was the most practical and effective
measure for the economic, social, and political development of Africa. Even Gow’s
father back in Cape Town voiced approval of Washington’s plan. Washington’s essay,
Gow insisted, influenced him to remain at Tuskegee in order to pursue courses in
agriculture and academic studies in addition to his current training in the Phelps Hall
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Bible School. Gow therefore went from a student on a one-year trial to a full time
student. He reflected on his journey, “My experience here enables me to more clearly
appreciate and understand the serious responsibility which rests upon the home
government-that making citizens better and more intelligent citizens in the colonies of
South Africa.”44
Gow’s observation and understanding of African American progress in the South
led him to believe that Tuskegee’s methods would lead to similar progress in Africa. He
argued, that Tuskegee has “done more in the last twenty-five years in making the
Southern Negro a more useful and skillful worker among a people who were surely in
need of such services and thus becoming more of an economic factor in the development
of the Industrial and Agricultural interest of this great country, it occurs to me that our
great and glorious government might show its deep interest by encouraging, some
movement similar to this.”45 Gow championed the implementation of a fixed program by
which Africans would be educated at Tuskegee to be prepared to fight the future battle
for Africa. “I think a better plan would be to have a small company of African boys who
are most promising to attend school here and pursue the study of agriculture and the
mechanic that the industrial life of our colonies most demand.”46
Gow was convinced that the greatest uplift of Africans must be done by trained
leaders who were native to Africa. Graduates of institutions such as Tuskegee would
serve as the very foundation of uplift in African peoples. Gow became a vocal advocate
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of training African students in American institutions. He urged government officials to
sponsor future students for training at Tuskegee and Tuskegee only. “I suggest that the
home government secure Dr. Washington’s consent and support a small band of African
students, say 25 who will pursue such studies here as governments shall erect you will
find out, sir, that the expenses here are four times cheaper than other American
colleges.”47
Gow went on to achieve major success in the name of both Tuskegee and South
Africa. For six years in the 1920s and 1930s, Gow served as the principal of Wilberforce
Institute. Gow also served as a member of the Colored Advisory Council.48 In 1925,
Gow became music master at Zonnebluem Training College in Cape Town. In honor of
Booker T. Washington and his Tuskegee experience, Gow wrote and produced a show
entitled “Up From Slavery,” which the Wilberforce University choir live-broadcasted
from Johannesburg, South Africa.49 In 1956, Gow became the first African elected
Bishop of the AME Church.
One of the most successful South African students to have entered through
Tuskegee was Alfred Bitini Xuma. In 1913, Xuma and two other South African students
headed to Tuskegee. Traveling from Cape Town to Southampton, England, and then to
New York and finally to Tuskegee, the South Africans finally encountered Jim Crow in
America. The students arrived on the campus on September 20, 1913. A few days later,
they heard their fellow countrymen D. D. T. Jabavu, the black educator and political
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activist, speak. Twenty-three years later, Tengo and Xuma joined forces to create the
All-African National Convention (AANC).
Xuma’s first year was spent studying Agriculture under George Washington
Carver. Xuma took classes in botany, physics, animal husbandry, agronomy, chemistry,
and mathematics. He also actively participated in the social life of the school. He joined
the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and the Institute’s military training
program. He actively participated in Tuskegee’s African Rhetoricals, an annual program
of lectures and music featuring various countries represented by the diverse African
student population. Xuma came to admire the school’s leader. He proudly showed off
his collection of books from the principal, including Up From Slavery, My Own Story of
My Life and Work, and Character Building. In 1916, Xuma graduated third in his class.
As customary for the school’s top three graduates, Xuma was asked to speak at the
commencement exercises.
Xuma went on to have great success after Tuskegee. Shortly after graduation,
Xuma became the president-general of the African National Congress (ANC), serving a
term from 1940-1949. He also became a role model for the young political activist
Nelson Mandela.50 Xuma went on to graduate from the University of Minnesota and
obtained a medical degree from Northwestern Medical School. He then returned to South
Africa where he became one of the most respected political activists, working alongside
Mandela, John Dube, and Kwame Nkrumah for national independence. 51 The virtues of
black self-help and race pride instilled at Tuskegee became imprinted upon Xuma. One
50

Steven Gish, Alfred B. Xuma: Africans, Americans, South Africans (New York: NYU
Press, 2000), 131.
51

“Dr. A. B. Xuma: The Rise of African Nationalism.” The Times 1. 30. 62.

153

scholar concluded, “The notions of black self-reliance and race pride that Xuma took
with him from Tuskegee would eventually become hallmarks of his later political career
in South Africa, even more so than they had for other American-educated black South
Africans.”52
Many other prominent Black South Africans came to view Tuskegee as a symbol
of Black autonomy and advancement. Editor of the South African paper, Izwi Labuntu
(Voice of the Bantu), A. Kirkland Soga sought Washington’s advice in 1903.53
Washington provided Soga with photographs and information regarding Tuskegee’s
programs. Soga used the information provided by Washington to exchange ideas about
educational advancement. Soga was particularly hopeful that the information would be
used to disseminate practical strategies for racial advancement. The first secretary
general of the South African Native National Congress (SANNC) Sol J. Plaatje observed
that Washington was, “the champion of the cause of the dark and backward races… a
thankless job.”54 For South Africans such as Soga and Plaatje, Tuskegee became a key
institution essential to the advancement of national “prerogatives” and “independent
advancement.”55
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Even in light of South Africans entering and graduating Tuskegee, racial
conditions in South Africa continued to worsen. Washington kept calling attention to the
situation. He argued, “The changes which the white man has made, during the last fifty
years in South Africa, have brought enormous hardship to the native peoples.”56
Washington encouraged South Africans to stay the course, noting their ability to band
together and to adapt to less than ideal circumstances. Washington recalled a
conversation with a then student from Johannesburg, South Africa. The student had
found his way to Tuskegee amidst the Boer War. Speaking little English, the student
provided Washington with a vivid impression of the change that had come over him and
his people since the intensification of European encroachment.57
These students possessed a certain consciousness, an awareness of home that
never evaded them. They held on to their history and possessed a firm grasp on political
and social matters. Furthermore, these students expressed concerns for their home
countries to Tuskegee administrators. It is evident that Washington made decisions based
on the intelligence provided by these students. The South African student educated
Washington about his rearing in Johannesburg. At first, he had little ambition to reach
outside the realm of what his father had done, “to till a strip of land, to tend the cattle, and
to play.”58 He underwent a sudden philosophical change upon European arrival. He
initially welcomed missionaries until the discovery of gold changed the dynamics of
European and African interaction. European migration into Africa intensified; with them
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they brought machinery, pestilence, and war. The young student articulated to
Washington that his people, for the first time, began to die from hunger. Many left for
the mines; others wandered into the cities and never returned home.
Asked why his people saw an American education as the solution, the student
responded, “in the face of such a strong demand, it is useless to make any attempt to stop
the tide of progress if natives cannot get the education they demand in South Africa, they
can and will go to America for it.”59
At Tuskegee, many of the early students were sponsored by people affiliated with
various church and missionary organizations. The students included Presbyterians such
as Vice J. Kiratsha, of Burnshell Cape Colony South Africa; Samuel Kunene, of Cape
Colony, South Africa; and Jnoiwu Candola of Luelo Kassia, African Congo. An
Episcopalian like Daejua Nabb of Monrovia, Liberia, entered the B. Prepatory class in
February 1908 to study farming, while Alfred Brownbill, a fifteen year old from
Zonnebluen from Capetown, South Africa, entered to study carpentry. Other students
such as Robert Tute claimed ties to the Roman Catholic Church. Van Alex Rooyer was a
devout Congregationalist.
The majority of Africans at Tuskegee belonged to the Methodist Church.60 Many
students sent to Tuskegee were children of African converts to the Methodist church. In
fact, many fathers had become men of the cloth and had risen to prominence within their
respective communities. They emerged as part of the new educated and “westernized”
African elite. Their descendents went on to fight for African independence in the 1960s,
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and beyond. Clergymen were instrumental in the recruitment of African students to
Tuskegee. Pambani Jeremiah Mzimba of Cape Colony, South Africa, a formerly
ordained minister in the Free Church of Scotland, played a prominent role in recruiting
and sending students to Tuskegee. After feuding with white missionaries over the
construction of a new church at Lovedale, Mzimba resigned his ministry in 1896.61 He
went on to found the Presbyterian Church of Africa. “Mzimba’s church,” as he called it,
boasted over 13,000 members in over thirty-three congregations. Mzimba adopted a
Washingtonian approach to uplift. In the words of Louis Harlan, “He eschewed politics
in favor of building black schools and churches and believed that race prejudice would
end through the development of education and the acquisition of wealth.”62
In the early spring of 1901, Mzimba contacted Tuskegee about the necessity of
establishing trans-national ties. He wrote, “The sons of Africa are crying to the Africans
in America come over & help us.”63 He also reported that approximately twenty young
South Africans were anxious to enter the doors of Tuskegee. He wrote, “Sir I have heard
very imperfectly of your most important institute for the education and improvement of
coloured young men and young women who desire to better their condition but have not
the means financially to pay for college training. Your institute meets such by giving
such young men to help themselves by learning a trade and receive good education as
well.”64 Although precise evidence of Mzimba’s direct involvement in bringing South
61
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African students to Tuskegee is lacking, within two years of his correspondence, the first
South African students appeared in the school’s catalog. These students were Vice Joel
Kwatsha, Hamilton Samuel Luzipo, Edward Bleckie, Enoch Silolo Massingo, Alfred
Nkomo, and Alfred Bitini Xuma.65
As word about Tuskegee spread throughout the continent, student interest from
African students increased. Another African country to align itself with Tuskegee was
the young republic of Liberia. Commissioned by private colonization societies such as
the American Colonization Society (ACS), Liberia was founded by freed slaves in 1820.
Culturally, Liberia’s social traditions emerged out of a unique circumstance. Between
1820 and 1865 approximately 15,000 American settlers had migrated to Liberia.
Additionally, 5,000 prospective slaves were confiscated by the U.S. Navy and sent to
Liberia. Three hundred Blacks from the West Indies also settled into the young republic.
The South, in Washington’s opinion, was plagued by conditions similar to those
faced by many Liberians. Blacks in the South were “without capital with which to
purchase land, and they continued to engage in the various forms of tenancy and
sharecropping that had evolved during Reconstruction.”66 Washington posited, “We need
civil engineers, who can layout and construct public roads; mechanical engineers who
can construct bridges, install public utilities and project railroads, we need lawyers,
doctors, ministers and teachers.”67 Washington believed he could assist in social and
economic development by contributing to education reform.
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Approximately 4,000 Americo-Liberians had already made Liberia their new
home. These expatriates had little to no education, no financial or scientific experience,
and no practice in self-government. Roads to the interior were nonexistent and natives
outnumbered Americo-Liberians.68
These issues led Americo-Liberians to reach across the Atlantic for assistance.
Occupied by their own struggle for racial and political equality, or otherwise completely
unaware of the tumultuous Liberian conflict, most African Americans had not taken
interest in Liberian affairs to this point. Washington was among the first. His efforts
brought much needed attention to the issue. On June 29, 1907, Bishop Isaiah B. Scott of
the Methodist Episcopal Church in Liberia wrote Washington. He pleaded, “The greatest
need in Liberia is a first class industrial school and a proper supply of books.”69
Washington immediately took action and used his connections in Washington, D. C. He
wrote President Roosevelt, “You know, I think, the history of Liberia, Africa, how it was
established by Americans during President Monroe’s administration and how its interests
have been safeguarded in many ways by Americans since its foundation.”70 He
continued, “I have information from reliable sources that both France and England are
seeking to take large parts of the Liberian territory. I am sure that you will prevent this if
it can be done.”71 By May 1908, Washington had created a Liberian commission, on
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which his secretary Emmett J. Scott served.72 The commission put pressure on the
American government to intervene. These efforts culminated in 1909 with the
securement of an internationally financed loan of $1,700,000, the largest loan ever
extended by the American government at that time.73 Washington’s advocacy on behalf
of Liberia cemented a strong bond between Tuskegee and Liberia.
While Washington’s interest in improving African education arose, he began
working out a realistic way to bring African students to Tuskegee. With the help of
Olivia Phelps Stokes, students from Liberia began entering Tuskegee within a year. In
1908, Caroline Stokes endowed a scholarship on behalf of Liberian students. The
Roberts Memorial scholarship was established on behalf of the first President of Liberia,
Joseph Jenkins Roberts.74 Stokes provided $500 toward the support of one Liberian
student to enroll at Tuskegee. The following year she contributed an additional $1,000 to
be used for 1.) Personal expenses for two Liberian students now at Tuskegee 2.)
Indebtedness of two Liberian students at Tuskegee 3.) Money to bring two additional
students to Tuskegee and maintain them for one year. She explained, “I hope students
will return to Liberia and begin their own school following Tuskegee’s methods.”75
An African student who had emigrated from Central Africa recollected what had
brought him to Tuskegee. “The first time I heard the name Booker T. Washington was
Emmett J. Scott, “Emancipation address delivered by Emmett J. Scott, Secretary to
Booker T. Washington, and member of the American Commission to Liberia, at Houston, Texas,
under the auspices of the Emancipation Association,” June 20, 1910, BTWP, LC.
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about the year 1902. I was then a young boy, just arrived in one of the Native Training
Institutions in South Africa to train boys to become teachers.” From then on, he
determined, “When I wanted to come to school in this country [America], I made up my
mind to find the school where this man was leader; so I came to Tuskegee Institute.”76
The arrival of African students on the campus changed the academic and social
environment of the school. Liberian sponsors frequently made visits to the school. While
there, they researched educational methods and observed the progress of their students.
More importantly, these visitors gave influential speeches to American and other foreign
students and teachers. When Bishop Scott visited in 1908, for example, Washington
offered the Bishop an opportunity to speak with students. African, American, Asian, and
Caribbean students were all present. Washington recalled, “He gave our students a most
inspiring talk in the Chapel concerning Christian developments of the Liberian people.”
Students and teachers arranged to support a native worker for the next year that would
advance additional support to Scott’s organization in Liberia.77
Washington was pleased to extend his doors to students from Liberia; by this time
significant numbers of students had already entered from the Caribbean, Cuba, and
Puerto Rico. Tuskegee’s first Liberian graduate was Charles Tedo Wardah. Wardah’s
experience is emblematic of those foreign students who embraced the Christian civilizing
mission and the Tuskegee spirit. A myriad of socio-economic influences including
educational background, religious affiliations, age, and ethnicity created a diverse
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experience for foreign students such as Wardah. As much as Wardah learned about the
Tuskegee ethos, he also influenced his classmates and teachers. His experience provides
valuable insight into the African student experience.
Wardah was among the first Liberians and first of all Africans to enter and
complete the course at Tuskegee. He was handpicked to enter Tuskegee during the
Liberian commission’s first trip to Liberia in May 1909.78 Wardah and one other student
traveled back to Tuskegee with the Commission. Scott hoped to circumvent tight
immigration rules.79 He informed Washington, “I cabled you to have the secretary of
navy cable permission for the commander of the boat to bring the boy.80
Schooling reforms targeted early settler communities and their descendants. By
1843 legislation was passed to ensure broad educational opportunities for rising Liberian
generations. This legislation mandated the establishment of at least one public school in
each settlement. It also required all parents with children between the ages five and
twelve to send their child to school or be forced to pay a fine. Inconsistent public
assistance and minimal financial support from the government prevented successful
enforcement of said laws.
However, financial limitations kept educational attainment to a minimum.
Because so few Americo-Liberians received formal education, missionary and
philanthropic organizations became instrumental in Liberian education reform.
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Representative clergymen from all major Protestant denominations maintained a
strong presence throughout the republic. These missionaries sought to convert “heathen
Africans” to Christianity. The establishment of Christian schools served the dual purpose
of converting Christians and institutionalizing American ideals.
Between 1863 and 1885, numerous Christian denominations opened seminaries
for the training of clergy and teachers. Wardah, a prince from Central Liberia and
descendent of the Bassa people, was a product of Christian missionary schooling. His
father was converted into the Methodist Church, allowing young Wardah to attend
Seminary at Cape Palmas.81 His father understood that education would provide natives
with opportunities to escape difficult economic and political realities. Education was of
the upmost importance. Two (often conflicting) educational systems prevailed in Liberia.
The traditional system was founded upon tribal lore and the teachings of Islam. The
modern system, from which Wardah emerged, centered on government, mission, and
private schools. Until the development of expanding government schools and private
facilities, most Liberians were not exposed to western modes of education. The majority
of Liberian students continued to receive training in the traditional setting.
For Liberians, education also represented a very real opportunity for community
building. Wardah was reportedly “eager for training that he might carry the gospel of
hope and civilization to his people.”82 After speaking with students at the school earlier
that year, Bishop Scott collaborated with Emmett Scott to bring Wardah to Tuskegee.
Wardah spent eight years total at Tuskegee. Upon graduation, he received a diploma
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from the Phelps Hall Bible Training School, a diploma from the Academic Department,
and a certificate in carpentry from the trades department. Wardah’s graduation was a bit
of an aberration; out of the first six Liberians to enter with him, he was the only one to
complete his studies at the school.83
As a student, Wardah actively participated in the day-to-day activities at the
school. During his entire stay at Tuskegee he maintained a splendid record, and was for
several years one of the officers of the school’s battalion, a position bestowed upon those
only whose conduct was exemplary.84 Wardah delivered a stirring graduation address
entitled, “What a Liberian Can Do For His Country.” His speech underscores how an
African student could simultaneously become immersed in the affairs of the school while
staying true to his heritage. Wardah embraced his own cultural identity as a Liberian
while using Tuskegee as a space to disseminate African consciousness. His nationalistic
ideology intertwined with his Tuskegee pragmatism. Throughout his speech, he
continuously glorified the Tuskegee idea, the gospel of sanitation, and the gospel of
salvation. Wardah also embraced Tuskegee’s ideas of the Protestant ethos and
respectability.
Wardah had to reconcile the westernized image that Tuskegee administrators
projected with the cultural traditions of his homeland. Regardless, he championed what
the administration idealized as a model Tuskegee-trained African should represent. This
“Tuskegee-like trained Liberian” was expected to contribute to his country’s “uplift” and
“development,” said Wardah. He was able to accept these new teachings because he
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believed this training enlightened indigenous people to the sacredness of their bodies, and
it advanced modern methods approaches to “agriculture, domestic science, right habits in
the kitchen, housekeeping, and many other useful laws and habits.”85
For Wardah, the Tuskegee spirit represented the power to provide “knowledge of
the physical, mental, industrial, political, moral and religious needs of the people.”86
Wardah urged his peers that, “A native Liberian can be a powerful factor in making
Liberia a great center of influence and Christianizing the Dark Continent.”87 Wardah’s
time at Tuskegee was not seamless. His letters evidence his constant financial
challenges. He also struggled to improve his grasp over the English language. By 1914,
Wardah reported that three Liberians including himself were still enrolled: Ernest Jones
and Walter C. Clemens remained.88 For a brief period, Wardah identified with the other
young Liberians in his cohort until they dropped out one by one. Their inability to
overcome financial shortcomings likely ended with them pulled from the school.
Liberian students were under the assumption that all financial obligations were
fixed under the Roberts Memorial scholarship. However, several Tuskegee
administrators were either uninformed or simply dismissed any financial arrangements.
Reminiscent of how Tuskegee administrators fought to monopolize the financial
distribution to Puerto Rican students, these same administrators also attempted to strong-
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arm Liberian students. At the center of the “misunderstanding” again was Major Julius
Ramsey. Somehow all funds to support Wardah wound up exhausted. School treasurer
Warren Logan prevented any further charges to his account, which was $57 in arrears.
Wardah reached out to his mentor, Emmett J. Scott. The episode that followed
demonstrated Tuskegee’s administration’s inability to manage support provisions for
Liberian students. 89 Wardah expressed frustration over the matter to Scott: “I do not
know what arrangement that Bishop Scott made with Mr. Washington, or with the school
about me. Bishop Scott simply told me that Dr. B. T. Washington was going to support
me… But it seemed to me like the school is [does] not understand.”90 The issue was
resolved only when the Phelps-Stokes sisters agreed to intervene and advance additional
funds for the students.
In spite of Wardah’s constant bewilderment over the handling over financial
matters, his support for Tuskegee remained resolute. Wardah’s positive experience
started with Scott, who made an extra effort to see to it that all Liberians brought in under
his watch were taken care of. It was not uncommon for Scott to exchange Christmas gifts
with Wardah and the remaining Liberian students. Scott’s benevolent treatment of
Liberian students resonated amongst the group. Wardah recalled, “After each has
received his present, one of the Liberians, asked this question: How shall we thank the
Honorable. Mr. Scott, for his kindness” To your surprise there was not one among us
who could answer that question.”91 The effort Scott had taken to ensure the comfort of
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the Liberians had been duly noted. Wardah concluded, “We, I especially, do not know
how to thank you for what you have done.” He continued, “You are our friend and have
proved yourself friendly both in words and deed.”92
Liberian students factored squarely into political life at Tuskegee. Wardah kept
abreast of national events and how they might impact his people. After the election of
President Woodrow Wilson in 1912, young Wardah wrote the president to ensure the
President’s awareness of the plight of the Liberian people. His goal was to ensure that
the next presidential administration would extend its sympathies to the Liberian cause.
Wardah took an active role in serving as a voice for his people. This letter reveals the
degree to which African students were aware of the implications that American politics
had on Africa. Wardah’s petition to Wilson, as he described it, was “a letter in behalf of
my country.” Constant communication with Bishop Isaiah Scott kept Wardah and other
Liberians current on important issues. Scott frequently sent leaflets of the work being
done in Liberia. Liberian students were updated on the economic, political, and social
news from Liberian leaders. These forces were constantly at work in developing
Wardah’s political consciousness, highlighting that Tuskegee did not strip away the
heritage of foreign students. As Wardah stayed current with the latest Liberian news, he
simultaneously became a valuable resource, linking American interest back to Africa.
Wardah disseminated information from his political connections to Tuskegee
administrators and students, adding such notes as, “I heard from the Bishop lately; he
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said that he is busy among my people as usual. He sent me leaflets, he told me to be sure
that you get one or two.”93
In a letter dated July 16, 1914, Wardah thanked the leaders at Tuskegee for their
moral assistance. Turning his eyes back towards the work of his country, he wrote, “I am
glad to say that I have had the honor of being a student of this great institution for five
years. During my stay I have been taught how to work; how to study books; (which
challenges conventional understanding of industrial education) how to do common things
with common sense; how to obey; and above all how to hustle.”94 Washington desired for
Wardah to continue on to pursue advanced academic training. Wardah had other plans.
He aspired to tour the Southern states, speaking on behalf of Liberia.95
Wardah was ready to make an immediate difference. He told Washington, “I feel
like going back to my country now and put into practice the things which you have taught
me here during the past five years.” Upon graduation from the Phelps Hall Bible training
school in 1912, he was now ready to transform his academic training into practical
applications. “For a number of years I have been earnest by asking Bishop Scott, from
time to time, to grant me the privilege of traveling over the United States for the purpose
of observing things and meeting the good people who are supporting the religious work
in Africa, and of thanking them, and at the same time delivering addresses in the interest
of Liberia.”

93

Wardah to Scott, May 28, 1913 BTWP LC.

94

Charles Tedo Wardah to BTW July 16, 1914, BTWP, LC.

95

Principals office, Tuskegee Institute, memo to BTW, July 17, 1914, BTWP, LC.

168

It is unknown if Wardah eventually made his goodwill tour. Shortly thereafter,
Bishop Scott fell gravely ill in Nashville, Tennessee.96 His plans to return to Africa were
additionally stalled at the outset of World War I. On August 17, 1914, Wardah informed
Scott that, “I shall not be able to get a steamer to sail for Africa until the European war
ceased. Hence I shall remain here and continue in school.”97 Wardah remained at
Tuskegee and enrolled in the Academic Department of the Institute until completing his
post-academic training in 1917.
Further west of Liberia, an aspiring student wrote Washington with hopes of
coming to America to enter Tuskegee. This aspirant heard of Washington and Tuskegee
through existing history between Tuskegee and Liberian officials. He wrote, “having over
and over again heard of you through the administration of the English and other
papers.”98 Washington worked hand in hand with Liberian officials such as Arthur
Barclay. Washington added, “My highest ambition is to see Liberia stand for all time on
its own feet without being under obligation to any other nation and whatever I do will be
in that view.”99
Black nationalists interested in African development recognized how the
education of graduates and foreign students from Tuskegee could be used for the benefit
of Africa. John H. Reed of Hartford, Liberia, was a minister, delegate to the Liberian
conference, and principal of the Caroline Donovan Normal and Industrial Institute of
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Lower Buchanan, Grand Bassa. He attested to the necessity of creating Africans trained
in the methods of Tuskegee.100 In 1914, Reed visited Tuskegee in the interest of the
Donovan Institute with the plans of emulating Tuskegee. A mathematics professor at
Prairie View A & M and formerly of Wiley College, Reed saw Tuskegee as a model of
African American progress. After receiving a $5,000 acre tract of land from the Liberian
Government, Reed was charged with a mission to procure all the necessary materials and
equipment for the immediate establishment of the institute under the provisions of the act
of incorporation.”101
A year later, Reed wrote Washington requesting that American and Liberian
students come to Liberia to help with the construction of the school and of Liberian
economic development. “I should be exceedingly glad if you will put me in immediate
touch with a man experienced in architecture and building and another in agriculture. We
need the former to take charge of all of our building enterprises in connection with the
development of our plant, and at the same time regularly apprenticed for training.”102
These former students were to set a new trail in Liberian history. Reed insisted to
Washington that these men would be pioneers for an underdeveloped country. He added,
“men who know what it is to build a race out of heathenism into Christian Civilization…
men who are deeply awakened to the duty the hour in heroic pioneer will be a blessing
both to Liberia and to the millions of Africans.”103
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Tuskegee continued to provide a space for the development of African selfdetermination. In the school term 1915-1916, annual exercises were held to support and
raise funds for the Tuskegee Chapel in Liberia. These “African Rhetoricals” put African
students in front of their peers, administrators, staff, and visitors. One program reveals
how African Rhetoricals served as a space for cultural introductions and exchange. The
program was opened by a quintet of African young men singing Botani Nutshaue (We
Greet Ye). This opening act was followed by a paper presentation on “the Development
of the cocoa industry on the Gold Coast.” Alfred Xuma offered an analysis to those in
attendance on the possibilities of the “Development of Agriculture in South Africa,”
which was followed by a song, Noyunna Pozulie. After two more musical selections,
Edmund Kamnqua gave personal reflection on “How I came to Tuskegee.” Ernest Jones
concluded by calling attention to Liberia. His appeal “Liberia, a mission” urged students
of the importance of fostering continued relations and strengthening the bond between
Africans and African Americans.104
Washington’s efforts in Liberian development did not go unrecognized. In 1909,
the Liberian people bestowed the honorary title of charge d’affairs and conferred the
“order of African Redemption” upon Washington, making him the first U.S. citizen to be
so honored by Liberians.105 Through his efforts African students were given the chance
to explore educational opportunities outside colonial governments.106
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Young students from across the African continent continued to enter Tuskegee,
largely through individual efforts such as those demonstrated by Mzimba. On September
18, 1906, Kwesi Bartelo, a self-described “full blooded-Negro” of the Gold Coast
Colony, outlined why he aspired to attend Tuskegee. Bartelo lamented that his “life has
been one of continuous struggle in this country.” He understood that he was not in the
struggle alone. “Many have been the ostensible oppositions, but as one undoubtedly
destined to help in building up, our long suffering race.” He requested practical
assistance so that he may come to the institute in order to study agriculture. He pointed
to the paucity of quality educational institutions in his home country as a primary reason
for looking to the U.S. for schooling. He resolved, “For this I have determined to give
my whole life to scientific agriculture, to teach them the dignity of labour, in order to
help to develop the natural riches in our own country.”107
A letter from Daniel C. T. Atichogbe, a twenty-six year old, married native of the
Addah Volta River District in West Africa, peels back another layer to why and how
interest developed in the school. After receiving the annual Tuskegee Institute Bulletin
catalogue from a friend, Atichogbe was “pleased to read of the work of the institute” and
“made up my mind to ask to be admitted a student therein.”108 Atichogbe hoped to spend
the remainder of the year preparing financially and psychologically before setting sail
across the seas for his new home. Atichogbe identified courses he thought would be of
the highest practical use. “The special courses I wish to take are: 1.) Paper Manufacture;
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2.) Applied Mechanics; 3.) Metallurgy, special preference to the planting of sugar cane
and cotton and the manufacture of sugar.”109
Some African students had difficulty adjusting to life at Tuskegee. For some, it
was a matter of meeting Tuskegee’s high expectations. For others, it was adjusting to
new social norms, as was the case for L. H. Ajayi and John Amakyi. On May 16, 1914,
post-graduate student Ajayi of West Africa expressed frustrations to Washington and
faculty members. Ajayi was informed that he would not be graduating with his class, due
to a “lack of development.”110 The administration however, had failed to articulate a
clear statement of what constituted adequate development. Ajayi petitioned the
administration for more transparency. “I will be pleased if you will state in particular
some of the things which you have noticed in my general life here in Tuskegee Institute
whom which you have based your opinion of my lack of development.”111 The tools of
evaluation used to measure student success were different for foreign students. Ajayi and
other foreign students noted the discrepancies of how they were measured. Ajayi noted
that he is “striving to overcome his weakness, especially one who has had a greater
handicap placed upon him than most of you.”112 Ajayi’s situation lends insight into the
wrestling match between foreign students and school administration. Although
administrators were not pleased with Ajayi’s progress, Ajayi believed he was getting the
appropriate training necessary to be a successful citizen. Ajayi wanted to succeed by any
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standard. “I am especially interested in the work I have been doing here. I desire to go
home and help my people by working among them under the auspices of the English
government.”
Evidently, Ajayi had been punished on several occasions for his temper. The
administration leveled with Ajayi that he would be sent from Tuskegee without his
diploma unless he was able to adjust his attitude. The idea of respectability was enforced
and projected upon students, especially onto foreign students being pushed to accept
“American” ideals. Although Ajayi had completed all his coursework, the school refused
to grant him the diploma until he proved he could “act” up to school standards. For
Ajayi, the degree was what would enable him to return home to West Africa and begin
work. He had no other means to return home unless he could demonstrate completion of
his diploma. Conscious of the dilemma, he wrote to Dr. Council and school treasurer
Warren Logan. He wrote, “Dear Mr. Logan, for the fact, you know yourself that my
native home, too far from America and could not go home and so I planned to stay here
among you all this summer so that you might see, that I am willing to do the right thing.”
He promised that his behavior had changed and that he would not disgrace the
school, as long as he was granted his diploma. On September 3, 1914, Ajayi proved he
could act as a “respectable” Tuskegee student and was recommended to the faculty that
he be granted his diploma.
John Ocram Hanson Amakyi, born August 1893, in Salt Pond, Gold Coast, West
Africa also had difficulties during his matriculation at Tuskegee. For Amakyi,
maintaining a clean bill of health was his primary obstacle. Adjusting to the American
South proved almost debilitating for Amakyi. Sailing from Liverpool on April 6, 1912,
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on the S. S. Carmania, Amakyi arrived at Tuskegee on April 15, 1912, the same day as
the sinking of the Titanic, and days before the International Conference on the Negro
(April 17-20). It appears that the Baptist Church and Mission and the Christian Army of
the Gold Coast, led by Reverend Mark Casely Hayford, sponsored Amakyi.113 In late
August of 1915, Amakyi fell ill. Although his condition was unclear, the emergence of
World War I disrupted the possibility of Amakyi returning home. In years past, the sick
student would have been on the earliest steamer out. In this case, Hayford wrote, “I am in
communication with his people with regard to his removal and shall write again soon.”114
By October, Amakyi had fully recovered from his sickness. The school doctor
John Kenney reported “He is attending to his school duties at this time.”115 Later that
year Amakyi met Elise Arrington of Meridian, Mississippi, a fellow Tuskegee classmate.
The two married in 1917. Amakyi graduated from Tuskegee and secured work as a
bookkeeper in a black-owned business. He and his wife had five children, two of which
went on to serve in the military in the 46th Aviation Squadron and the U.S. Army Indian
Gap. He went on to help found the Tuskegee Civic Association, a non-profit organization
created to address conditions of its citizens. Their primary objective was to promote the
civil well being of Tuskegee and Macon County. This was achieved through community
programs, including civic education, voter registration, and community welfare
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programs.116 Through Amakyi’s leadership, the association brought forth the case of C.
G. Gomillion et al v. Phil M. Lightfoot before the Supreme Court. The court’s decision
minimized voter suppression and increased voter registration and participation.117
At Tuskegee, students from across the continent of Africa cut out their own
cultural and intellectual space. Tuskegee came to represent a symbol of independent
black politics, an incentive to aggressive business enterprise, and an inspiration for
independent, African schools. Moreover, African alumni accomplished what colonists
intended to suppress, the creation of an educated class capable of political and economic
influence.
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Chapter Five
Eastern Spirit, Western Education: Chinese, Japanese, and Indian Education at
Tuskegee
In 1936, while touring peasant provinces across China, W. E. B. Du Bois
proclaimed that China, the sleeping giant, was poised to lead the colored races in the
worldwide struggle against imperialism. Du Bois even encouraged Africa to “send its
students to China after knowledge.”1 In 1959, Du Bois urged darker peoples of the world
to follow the lead of China, “Africa arise, stand straight, speak and think! Act! Turn from
the west and your slavery and humiliation for the last 500 years and face the rising sun.”
But at the turn of the twentieth century, Asian countries had faced west for moral and
economic assistance.2
Long before Maoist thought inspired a generation of black radical movements
beginning in the 1950s and lasting through the 1970s, Black institutions in the South
helped inspire nationalist movements across the Asian continent. Led by Booker T.
Washington, Tuskegee Institute offered a viable economic and social platform for Asian
countries battling against colonial subjectivity. At Tuskegee, leaders from India, Japan,
and China worked alongside African Americans and exchanged ideals of education and
economic empowerment. Tracing the experience of Asian students at Tuskegee offers
one connection of the long history of African American struggle with Asia’s fight against
colonialism.

1

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, Autobiography (International Publishers Co,
1968), 405.
2

Ibid.

177

The geographical origin of each Asian student represented its own unique
ideological and cultural challenge. Indian students, for example experienced America
and Tuskegee far different from Chinese or Japanese students because of their darker
complexion. Indians who entered as Muslims also encounter distinct spiritual and social
experiences than their Chinese or Japanese classmates who entered as Buddhists,
Christians, or Confucius enthusiasts. Race, religion, and cultural traditions factored
prominently in how each entering Asian student experienced Tuskegee.
Western influence in Asia appeared as early as 1604 in India and 1612 in China.3
Western contact on the continent signaled the start of a century long process that stripped
away autonomy and reduced Asian self-confidence. Between 1737 and 1939, Japan,
India, and China battled western influence to maintain political hegemony. Only Japan
and China (with the exception of Hong Kong and its new territories) avoided becoming
British colonial subjects. As British influence spread across the continent, Asian culture,
religion, and educational values underwent momentous change. These societies
responded in diverse manners: some resisted while others accepted western influence and
modernization.4
Western powers enforced cultural and ideological transformations throughout
most of Asia. Such transformations emphasized Western ideologies and cultural
superiority. As the British East India Company expanded its influence, English
authorities mandated that Asian states evolve into replicas of Western liberal
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democracies. The process was messy. Many assimilated, while others fought
relentlessly to maintain political and cultural hegemony.5
Tuskegee Institute emerged as an unlikely agent in that process. Students traveled
the Indian Ocean to enroll at Tuskegee and other American colleges. On the one hand,
Asian students saw the institute as an agent of educational and cultural integration into
western society. On the other hand, Tuskegee served as a symbol of nationalist pride and
independence to Asian nationalists.
What then is to be made of the Asian student experience in American Black
colleges? A closer examination of Chinese, Japanese, and Indian society will help
establish historical context. Examining the political and economic congruencies and
dissimilarities of each society will provide a framework for assessing the diversity of
student experiences. Indian students, for example, entered Tuskegee to escape British
rule, while students from China and Japan entered as part of a national movement to
become “westernized.” Students across China, India, and Japan left not only to build
better lives as individuals, but also to begin laying the foundations for a brighter future.
How they used Tuskegee depended largely on their nation of origin.
America has long served as a landing spot for Asian immigrants. As early as the
1800s, the American government welcomed the first Chinese immigrants. These
immigrants primarily served to help build canals and help construct railroads. Socially,
migrants from Asia were not readily accepted into American culture.6 In the early
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nineteenth century, racial classification in America (as ambiguous as it was) categorized
people of Asian descent alongside people of color. Immigration legislation such as the
Page Law and the Chinese exclusion Act targeted such persons of Asian descent.7
However, those migrating for educational purposes were typically exempted from such
exclusionary policies.
In the nineteenth century, unlike India and Japan, China remained largely
unadulterated by modernization. The way of the ancient prevailed in many Chinese
provinces. British imperialism, however, grossly upset the social balance and economic
order of late nineteenth and early twentieth century China. Abject poverty, government
corruption, and economic hardship made life in British-controlled China increasingly
difficult. Productivity was low, while human reproduction was high. The British defeat
of China during the First Opium War (1839-1842) took a major economic toll on the
country. After the French joined British troops in the second Opium War (1857-1860),
China’s natural resources were all but depleted. China’s subsequent vulnerability
exposed them to even greater exploitation by western governments. Western powers used
the Open Door Policy, for example, to participate in trade and economic competition,
much to the dismay of the Chinese. Strategically appointed government leaders advanced
western ideologies by promoting technology, governance models, and educational
systems. Western educational institutions created exchange programs that recruited and
trained students in cultural, political, and intellectual methodologies.
Several individuals were instrumental in pioneering such exchange programs.
Among them was the first Chinese graduate of Yale College, Yung Wing, class of 1854.
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Wing became the first person of Chinese descent granted a degree from an American
college.8
In 1847, Wing departed aboard The Huntress. Three months later Wing arrived
on the campus of Yale University. Upon arrival, Wing became the first Chinese person
to ever enroll in an American institution of higher learning. He joined a cohort of ninetyeight students, which included few students of color and no women. Wing entered his
freshman year maintaining cultural traditions. He kept his topknot and wore the
traditional tunic. Although social interaction was minimal, Wing excelled academically.
One American to befriend Wing was Carrol Butler, future president of Western
Reserve College (now Case Western Reserve). The two conspired to establish a longstanding exchange program, one that would ensure the future education of aspiring
Chinese students. Together they drafted a plan that would systematically send small
groups of Chinese students to American colleges. Wing returned to China in 1854.
Although he entered Yale true to Chinese traditions, he returned a far different person.
Upon arrival, he realized that his native language skills decreased drastically. Wing soon
realized that he had few remaining friends, and had become somewhat alienated from
Chinese culture. Rather than fight to assimilate back into traditional Chinese culture,
Wing prepared to fight for the modernization of China.
Early efforts to bring Chinese students to the U.S. were largely successful. In
1868, U.S. and Chinese officials agreed to the Burlingame Treaty. It established the U.S.
as the primary recipient for Chinese students. Article VII of the treaty dictated: “Chinese
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subjects shall enjoy all the privileges of the public educational institutions under the
control of the government of the United States.”9
Viceroy Zeng Guofan memorialized the treaty to Emperor Tongzhi: “Article VII
of the New Peace Treaty with America states that from now on Chinese who wish to
study in [America] government-controlled schools and colleges will be treated the same
as citizens from the most favored nations”10 Guofan continued, “For these reasons, your
ministers are seeking approval to establish a bureau in Shanghai, to recruit bright young
boys from coastal provinces, at the rate of thirty per year, and a total of 120 in four
years.”11
America became a destination of choice for Chinese students for several reasons.
The 1847 California gold rush gave poor, uneducated Chinese instantaneous opportunity
to strike it rich. The majority however, were not that lucky. Many Chinese immigrants
found themselves stuck along the west coast without food or shelter. Thousands of
Chinese were left stranded. Many found work as underpaid laborers. Construction of the
transcontinental railroads provided many Chinese immigrants the opportunity to make a
living. Once construction of the railroad was complete however, many Chinese laborers
were once again forced to seek employment. With so many out of work, categorized as
outcasts and social miscreants, violence against Chinese migrants and settlements
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escalated.12 In response to dire social conditions, many Chinese created their own
communities for protection, settlements called Chinatowns.
The evolution of Chinese education in the U.S. was a turbulent process. Between
1870 and 1900, Chinese entry into American colleges was nearly non-existent. In 1881
(the same year as the founding of Tuskegee) the Imperial court recalled all mission
students due to the increase in American violence towards Chinese immigrants. In 1882,
Congress moved to enforce the Immigration Act. Sanctions bolstered the Exclusion Act
and levied a head tax of fifty cents on each immigrant. In China, the push for Western
education was not a unanimously accepted. Confucian conservatives favored isolation,
while elite officials of the Qing dynasty sympathized with modernization efforts.
Crushing defeats by European powers hastened efforts to modernize. In response,
nationalists launched a fraught attempt at revolution in hopes of ridding the homeland of
foreign invaders.
After China’s 1895 defeat by Japan, European powers scrambled for “spheres of
interest.”13

Port Arthur fell to the Russians; the British acquired new territories around

Hong Kong; and the Germans took Shantung.14 Overrun by German, Russian, American,
and British imperialists, Chinese banded together to free the Middle Kingdom of imperial
rule. The movement was based on ideals of nationalism and education. The generation
raised out of the suppression of the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864) helped foster those
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ideals. Hopes of independence became more pronounced following the Sino-Japanese
War (1895) and the Russo-Japanese War (1905).
Chinese students already studying in Western colleges figured prominently in the
movement. 10,000 students petitioned Emperor Guangxu to approve the translation and
dissemination of Western literature into Chinese.15 Guangxu successfully organized key
advisors and leaders to organize movements throughout the Central and Southern
Provinces. Moreover, a series of edicts served to enforce Western literature,
implemented a rigid system of examinations for public service, and converted sacred
temples into schools while pushing the Manchu nobles to learn Western languages.16
Emperor Hsu’s edicts aroused fierce opposition. One of the primary opponents
was Empress Dowager Cixi or infamously, “Old Buddha.” Dowager overthrew Hsu and
immediately reversed course, overturning Hsu’s draconian edicts. Simultaneously, a
revolutionary secret society, largely consisting of malcontented poor citizens calling
themselves the “Fist of Righteous Harmony” (or as translated in English “the Boxers”)
arose. Cixi convinced the Boxers to join ranks and focus their efforts on expelling the
“foreign devil.”17
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Alongside Empress Dowager’s forces, the Boxers rebelled against the imperial
government in Shantung in 1898.18 The Dowager’s court failed to fully support the
Boxers. By mid-August, 20,000 allied troops descended on China to squash the rebellion.
Europeans were rescued and forced the Imperial government to submit to the “draconian
terms” of the Boxer protocol in 1901. China was ordered to pay a huge indemnity to
Western powers including Russia, Germany, France, England, Japan, Italy, Belgium,
Austrian, the Netherlands, and the U. S., for human, military, and monetary losses
incurred. The Chinese were ordered to pay a $25 million bill to the U.S.
Chinese students abroad openly spoke out against the quotas. Facing increased
political pressure, in 1908, the U.S. became the first to lift the indemnity. Theodore
Roosevelt concluded that, “in being debited with the entire cost of the American
Expeditionary Force,” the Chinese had been “overcharged by the difference between war
costs in the field and peace costs in garrison.”19 Britain followed suite in forgiving the
indemnity debts, only out of political necessity, and years later in 1922. The Chinese
warmly received the act of kindness demonstrated by the Americans. One Chinese
Student Paper reported, “America long ago recognized the unfairness of the penalty
imposed on China and made amends by returning the unexpended portion of the
Indemnity without imposing any reservations.”20
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The 1901 Indemnity protocol created a new political, economic, and educational
course for the Chinese. However, social, economic, and political problems continued to
erode the Chinese infrastructure. Agreeing on the most efficient methodology to
economic development became the most pressing issue of the day. China’s unique
cultural and historic traditions further exacerbated consensus on the appropriate
methodology to undertake. How to retain their distinctive culture while developing the
abundance of natural resources puzzled those responsible for bringing China into
modernity. Now in the industrial age, Western powers looked to develop China along
industrial, economic, and moral lines. Both economic and moral factors contributed to
American interests in China. Moreover, scientific education replaced outdated modes of
learning. In response of current social conditions, curricula across China dropped the
study of the classics and Confucian theory and adopted the practice of western
mathematics, science, engineering, and geography.
Although approximately 400 Chinese students were instructed in English. Still,
no uniform standard of higher education existed. Furthermore, students who graduated
were “prepared” and “encouraged” to enroll and pursue higher education in American
universities.21 A direct result of the indemnity fund resulted in an increased interest in
American education. President Roosevelt took note. He aspired to implement “practical”
education throughout all of China. He also intended to introduce Chinese students to
manual and industrial training in the U.S. In 1899, only eighty students of Chinese
descent were studying in American colleges.
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By 1912, over 800 students were studying in American colleges. Most of these
students entered elite institutions in the north or enrolled in schools out west such as
Stanford and Berkeley.22 Many schools throughout the South adhered to the racial
protocol of the day and simply refused to accommodate such students. Schools such as
Baylor, University of Mississippi, Auburn, and Alabama enrolled no students of Chinese
descent. Tuskegee was possibly the first southern school to do so.
Tuskegee appealed to the Chinese for its emphasis on industrial training. T. C.
Chu, chairman on the Committee on National Industries (appointed by alumni of
American colleges), appealed to the people of China to take up manufacturing and
industrial positions. Chu reasoned that China had fallen to European powers and to the
Japanese because industry and manufactured goods were not available in China. He
maintained that “the fault lies in the fact that our students have hitherto taken the more
high-sounding professional subjects, such as law, civil engineering, political, and social
science.”23 Chu hoped to spark a mass student movement, one that emphasized
vocational training. He alluded to the work that had been done by Samuel Armstrong and
was now being expanded upon by Armstrong’s disciple, Booker T. Washington.
Chu believed the work of Washington and industrial education had considerably
improved the quality of life for Black Americans. He envisioned industrial education
doing the same for the people of China. “In the two world-famous vocational schools,”
Chu contended, “one can easily conceive what this movement will mean for the industrial
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development of our country.”24 Like Chu, many high-ranking Chinese officials
championed a practical education over prestigious degrees they deemed all but useless.
Those who felt that western education could not effectively find practical use in China
altogether rejected the merits of an American education.25 One Chinese professor,
Chiang Yung-Chen, argued, “disdain for foreign education spread across the ideological
spectrum in China.”26
The belief that Chinese educated in Western universities returned “no longer
Chinese nor yet American” presented a major problem to education reform in China. In
The Problem of China, Bertrand Russell argued that, “America puts a more definite
stamp upon a student than any other country; certainly those returning from England are
less Anglicized than those returning from the United States are Americanized.”27 Dewey
added, “They have got Americanized without knowing it, and they have a hard time to
get a job to get a living.”28 Rodney Gilbert also commented on what he believed to be
the failure of training Chinese students in American colleges. In an article for the North
China Daily News Gilbert contended that “a decade ago both Chinese and foreigners saw
in the return of Chinese students who had been educated abroad the one hope of a
rejuvenated China. Now most of them do not.”29 Gilbert outlined three primary reasons
why Chinese education in the U.S. failed: one, returned students possessed “no initiative
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nor courage,” while home-trained conservatives took the lead; second, student knowledge
of Western institutions and traditions was “seldom more than superficial, third students
appointed to political office “conform to all the worst political traditions of native
officialdom.”30
In his essay, “A Possible Road to Universal Education,” Tingfu Tsiang identified
a new method for the education of the people of China. In order for a better government
to emerge, Tsiang argued that its people must first carve out a new educational platform.
However, the people were too poor to pay adequate taxes that would provide the
necessary funding needed to support public schools, or to create private schools
supported by tuition. Additionally, The Society of Learning and Labor organized itself
around finding a solution that would remove the political and economic obstacles to
universal education.31 The society was fundamentally radical. If necessary, it was
prepared to completely remove the task of educating its citizens from government hands
and create a privatized system. They reasoned, “if a government persistently refuses to
provide educational facilities for its citizens, patriotic men can do no other than
overthrow the government.”32
The members of the society studied various ranges of educational models. Two
emerged as real potentials: a continuation school and an industrial institute. The
continuation school would service men and women of all ages already employed. It was
to offer educational services in the evenings and during vocational seasons. The
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industrial institute was patterned off the Tuskegee model. It targeted youth not yet
employed and aimed to provide a comprehensive training. “It recognizes the fact that the
majority of the common people of any country do not go into the learned professions and
should have a corresponding education for their place in society.”33
The curriculum of the proposed institute was to combine the academic and
industrial, like Tuskegee. Tsiang and the Learning and Labor society saw the Tuskegee
experiment as an overwhelming success. Tsiang wrote, “What Tuskegee has been able to
do for the Negro race has astonished the educators and statesmen of America.” He
added, “with adaptations, such a school will not fail to do great things for our common
people.”34 Another scholar saw an opportunity at self-determination through the
Tuskegee model of industrial training. Dr. Chengting Wang, in an article called, “What
is the Supreme Need of China?” argued that a fundamental need for China was education,
religious awakening, and industrial development. However, the supreme need was a
“fighting spirit.” A fighting spirit was not necessarily defined as physical confrontation
through warfare, but “A spirit among people to decide for right or for wrong, not a spirit
of compromise, but a spirit of getting at a question and trying to have a decision on that
question as to which is the right solution.”35 Upon visiting the U. S in 1904, Wang was
introduced to the work being done at Hampton and Tuskegee. Wang noted that prior to
emancipation, Blacks lived under complete subjection. In his view, the racial caste of the
Jim Crow South mirrored British colonization. Industrial education thereby provided the
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foundation by which the people of China would fully realize self-determination and
economic independence.
One Chinese supporter mailed Washington a letter accompanied by a copy of a
local magazine published by the Canton Christian College in the interest of modern
education in China.36 The paper, created and organized by students from South China,
represented the “renaissance of the great ancient Empire of China.” Moreover, the
volume contained an inspirational article about Washington. It noted, “Today, when one
of the Chinese boys in the second-year prepatory class was called to tell some story he
had read… he told something of the life of Mr. Booker T. Washington.” The article
emphasized that Washington’s story was inspiring the “New China.” The article
concluded, “The World is becoming a brotherhood!”37 Scholars such as the Yuan Shikai,
Timothy Richard (Viceroy of Shantung); organizations such as the Christian Literature
Society, and the translation of Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery also helped to
influence modern Chinese thought and action.
Wang argued that through the work carried on by Washington and Tuskegee, a
great transformation “has taken place in less than eighty years among a people who in
short time ago did not even own their own persons, but who today are fairly well off.”38
“If compared to our own people,” Wang posited, “I understand per capita they own just
as much if not more.”
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In a sort of strange twist, Robert Moton found social and economic conditions for
Blacks more akin to those in Japan than China. China is “split from top to bottom,”
noted Moton after a 1926 tour of the Asian continent. He noted that decades of British
imperialism had prevented hopes of a unified China. In Moton’s eyes, Japan presented a
picture of autonomy and unification.
“No Japanese you meet,” clamored Moton, “will talk about another one. They
stand together. They are a unit, one nation.”39 Moton had observed Japan closely as
those in authority worked to break ensure equality across class lines for the past forty
years. For many Asians, especially those with few educational options, social mobility
remained restricted. For Moton, Japan was the “only hopeful nation in the Orient outside
the British possessions.” He recognized that Tuskegee played an important role in
solving racial problems in the Far East. “Everywhere people are expecting Tuskegee to
help solve the world’s race relations. I think Tuskegee is helping some and I believe we
are going to measure up to their expectations.”40
By the turn of the century, Japan joined China in sending students to the U.S.
Japan, more than India or China, openly welcomed western influence, especially in
technological and industrial advancement. The Japanese proudly boasted, “Japanese
spirit and Western technology.”41 Joseph Hero, the first Japanese turned American
citizen, came into contact with Black slaves during a visit to a Baltimore plantation. The
first to enroll in a black college was Jenichiro Oyabe, who in 1888 enrolled in Hampton
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Institute and then Howard University. Oyabe joined the vanguard of several students and
Japanese professors who attached themselves to Black colleges and universities during
the early twentieth century.42 After graduation, Oyabe wrote, “In the work among my
own race… I desire to establish a manual training institution for aborigines in the Orient,
like the Hampton and Carlisle institutions in America.”43 By the end of the first decade,
Japanese students were studying not only in Ivy League settings, but also carving out
unique spaces at schools such as Hampton, Howard, Fisk, and Tuskegee.
The alliance between Japan and Tuskegee created and expanded through several
mediums of literary and political exchange. Japanese visitors such as Samuro Kakiuchi
and Professor Rishoji visited the school on several occasions in hopes of studying the
school’s methods and implementing similar programs in Japan. Kakiuchi, a professor at
the Imperial University of Tokyo, spent two days inspecting various departments at the
school. Professor Shoji, an assistant professor of the Agricultural College of the Imperial
University, also visited to study the methods being employed in teaching Tuskegee
students up-to-date farming methods.44 Professor Shoji’s trip concluded a tour to
American agricultural colleges. Shoji traveled to collect data that would be used for the
purposes of strengthening the work of the university’s agricultural departments.
Literature became vital in connecting Tuskegee to Japan. Upon reading the 1896
translation of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the Japanese demanded to hear the opinions of Blacks
themselves. In Japan, Washington was introduced to Japan through the 1908 translation
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of Up From Slavery, published in Ijin Noseinen Jidai (Younger days of the great men).45
It was also republished in 1919 and again in 1939 as, Kokuijin (Great man of the Black
Race). The Japan Advertiser, the only American-owned publication in Japan, also
appealed to Tuskegee students whose global consciousness was becoming more astute.
Up From Slavery wielded tremendous influence upon its Japanese readers. They
saw in Tuskegee a solution to rectifying the country’s technological gap. Washington
recognized this influence and often communicated with Japanese leaders. Washington
wrote one supporter, “Speaking for the masses of my own race in this country, I think I
am safe in saying that there is no other race living outside of America whose fortunes the
Negro people of this country have followed with greater interest and admiration.”46
Washington added, “The wonderful progress of the Japanese people and their sudden rise
to the position of one of the great nations of the world has nowhere been studied with
greater interest or enthusiasm than by the Negroes of America.”47
Japanese reformers pushed aspiring students to pick up industries that would
advance the country technologically. Many Japanese entering the U.S. came to study
industry, engineering, and commerce. Some, primarily because of missionaries, entered
to study theology. Socially, they originated from middle class families; their parents

45

Michael Weiner, Race, Ethnicity, and Migration in Modern Japan: Indigenous and
Colonial Others (New York: Taylor & Francis US, 2004).
46

Proprieter, Advertiser Building, Yamashita-Cho-Kyobashi-Ku, Tokyo, November 9,
1916, The Japan Advertiser, TUA.
47

Harlan, Wizard, 227.

194

were typically merchants, officials, educators, and pastors. Many however, also came
from agricultural backgrounds. Others descended from Samurai lineage.48
The first Japanese student to arrive at Tuskegee was Iwana Kawahara, of Tokyo,
arriving some time in 1906. Within a year, Kawahara entered the ‘A’ class in 1907. He
upgraded to the senior class during the 1907-08 academic year.49 Kawahara embraced
his Tuskegee education. He arranged for his sister, Nobu Kawahara, to also enter the
school. At that time, she was living with the family of Reverend Yoichi Honda in Tokyo.
Difficulties arose in arranging for Kawahara’s entry into Tuskegee.50 They emerged in
part due to cultural differences, particularly concerning the education of women. Such
concerns prevented a speedy enrollment. Her guardian failed to believe Tuskegee, or any
educational institution, permitted women to enroll. To clarify the situation, Washington
wrote to the American ambassador in Tokyo assuring him that, “we are willing to permit
this young woman to enter this school, and we shall be very glad to have you, if possible,
put this information before the young woman in such a way as to assure her positively of
our willingness to accept her.”51
Within a year, Nobu Kawahara entered Tuskegee. Although not much was
recorded about her experiences, a May 16, 1908, letter reveals that she not only enrolled,
but became integrated into the day-to-day activities of the school. She forged important
relationships with other students. When American classmate Alex Leonard was not
48

Duke, Benjamin, The History of Modern Japanese Education: Constructing the
National School System, 1872-1890 (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2009), 43-44.
49

From Emmett J. Scott to Booker T. Washington, 20 November 1907, BTWP, 9:404.

50

Ibid.

51

BTW to Chicago Advertiser., June 7, 1907.

195

allowed to finish the academic course she appealed to the administration to use “right
judgment and to have sympathy for him.” Leonard was the first to befriend Kawahara.
She noted that Leonard “had become my friend,” and that “I have sincerely admired him
for he possesses such a noble character.”52 Kawahara also noted that her experience at
Tuskegee had been “kind and pleasant,” and that the school and faculty had undeniably
prepared her for graduation.
The entry of students from China and Japan such as T. H. Ching, W. P. Wang,
and the Kawaharas threw a wrench into southerners’ understanding of race. At a time
when all other schools in Alabama remained racially segregated, the entry of Asian
students into a southern institution sparked a new precedent in how blacks and whites
perceived race. Shortly after Kawahara’s graduation in 1911, George Augustus Gates,
president of Fisk University, wrote to Booker T. Washington in regards to admission
practices of Asian students. Aware that Tuskegee recently had admitted such students, he
wrote, “A Japanese student wants to come to us.” Gates hoped to obtain a clearer
understanding regarding the nature of the student’s identity for hopes of not disrupting
the southern racial social order. Seeking Washington’s advice, he asked, “Is the Japanese
student a colored man or a white man?”53 Gates was so concerned about the matter that
he raised the question before the City attorney, who admittedly deferred, suggesting, “this
was a new matter.”54 Washington responded, “I see no objection on earth to your taking
the Japanese student.” Washington continued, “We have had both Japanese and Chinese
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students and no adverse criticism has been made; in fact, a Japanese student graduated a
few years ago.”55
Any hopes of deeper relationships between Japanese and African Americans
diminished later in the twentieth century. As Irish and other European emigrants had
done, Japanese living in America conveniently exempted themselves from identification
with darker peoples.56 Japanese students began to redefine themselves in order to gain
traction and separate from blackness. Michael Weiner argues, “Japanese perception of
African Americans through the lens of skin color grew warped, however, as they gained
confidence in their ability to modernize themselves and progress to a higher level of
civilization along with white westerners.” This resulted in the disassociation of their
physical identity as Asian, opting for a psychological identification of Europeanness.
The experience of Japanese students in American institutional settings shows that race
resides not in nature but in politics and culture. It also underscores the convoluted nature,
of racial identification. Weiner added that this psychological tactic served as a tool of
imperialism for modern Japan’s dualistic identity. It served to “legitimize Japan’s status
as a colonial power in the eyes of Asians as well as westerners.”57
Tuskegee’s influence impacted not only China and Japan but also attracted
students across India. By 1856, the British East India Company had established control
over two-thirds of the subcontinent of India. By 1858, the British Raj added Upper
Burma and would maintain control over Indian subjects until Indian independence in
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1947. By the early 1900s, Indian enrollment in American colleges began to increase.
Initially, Indians of school age opted to go to England to study law or sit for the Indian
Civil Service Examination (ICS) in hopes of attaining a more lucrative job under the
British Raj. By 1906, Indian enrollment in American colleges was around 100 students.
By 1921-22, that number had grown to 235. University of Illinois and UC Berkeley had
the highest Indian enrollments, with thirty-one and twenty-six respectively. These
students primarily enrolled in engineering, liberal arts, and agricultural programs.58
At the turn of the twentieth century, Indian nationalists worked to create a
longstanding partnership with Tuskegee. As Louis Harlan notes, hundreds of Indians
read the Urdu translation of Up From Slavery.59 One Indian professor, Lilavati Singh,
noted that Washington’s autobiography “dealt with so many of the problems that face us
native converts that I took the liberty to translate it to Urdu.”60 One Hindu headmaster
thought so much of the book that his Malayalam translation served as a textbook in the
Maheraja’s high school in Quilon, Travancore. Noting that upwards to 700 students had
read the book, the headmaster boasted, “I hope they will learn lessons of self-help
therefrom, and learn to recognize the dignity of manual labor and training.”61 The book
was also translated into Marathi and Teluyu.
Numerous Indian visitors traveled to Tuskegee to study the school’s methods.
Sinhalese nationalist and Buddhist reformers visited the school in hopes of finding a
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solution to help end poverty and help the people discover self-determination. Anagarika
H. Dharmapala’s primary goal was to fend off assimilation into western culture. He
therefore bought into Washington’s conception of racial solidarity and self-help. On
visiting Tuskegee, Anagarika outlined plans to pattern Indian institutions after Booker T.
Washington. He devoted his cause to ending poverty and colonial oppression in Ceylon
and India.62 In fact, Dharmapala proposed the development of a school in the sacred city
at Benares. It was to serve both Hindu and Buddhists by providing a manual training
school for twenty students of the Sundra (the lowest caste).
Washington’s conception of India and racial caste is largely unknown. His
writings scarcely mention the subject. Traveling to Europe in 1910, Washington met the
Secretary of State of India, Lord John Morley, in Andrew Carnegie’s Scotland home.
The two discussed “parallels between racial conditions in Eastern and western world,
between the Indians in India and the Negroes in the United States.”63
Another important visitor to Tuskegee was the famous author, politician, and
leader in the fight for Indian independence from the British Raj. In 1907, Lajpat Rai
visited Tuskegee and Sikh communities along the west coast. He met with workers in the
Philippines and with prominent Black leaders such as W. E. B. Du Bois. Rai used Hindu
as the foundation of peaceful movements aimed to create successful demonstrations that
would lead to Indian independence. The first thing that struck Rai in visiting Tuskegee
was the practice of educating women. He noted, “There is another feature of the
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education of the Negro which puts an Indian to indescribable shame, viz., the education
of Negro women.”64
The highlight of Rai’s trip to Tuskegee, “raised the [Dayanand Anglo-Vedic]
College of Lahore and its first principle, and the Gurukula of Kangri and its first
governor, at least 100 times more in my estimation than before.”65 The one distinction
between the two institutions rested in that Rai’s school was primarily funded by Hindus,
unlike Tuskegee which was funded, not by the Black community, but by wealthy white
philanthropists.
Others, such as K. L. Vakil of Bombay, also visited the school to study and
observe its methods. Vakil served as an educational inspector of the northern division of
India. On October 30, he addressed the student body on the subject of education in India.
Others such as P. V. Vaishya sought to enter Tuskegee on a more permanent basis.
Vaishya sought to serve his country and Tuskegee by enrolling as a student and as
teacher. He hoped to gain insight into western philosophy, culture, and customs as a
student while simultaneously teaching Hindu philosophy and eastern languages.66
Vaishya was well traveled and hoped to use his experience abroad to enlighten students at
Tuskegee about “what is going on among the darker races of the globe.” He did not ask
for a “high” salary, but he did ask to “receive a sufficient amount to sustain him on a
vegetarian diet, and to be permitted to wear neat though economical clothing, and also to
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make provision for a small room by himself.”67 Vaishya was not granted a teaching
position. The only reason given for the denial was that “we are not in a position to offer a
teaching position.” He was, however, welcomed to study the methods of the school as
either an observer or as a student. Whether he enrolled or not remains unclear.68
The majority of Indian students who enrolled in American colleges before 1923
entered on a temporary basis. They strived to receive training that would benefit them
and India. Thus many returned to India after graduation. Often mistaken as Blacks,
Indian students experienced American racism in ways different than Chinese or Japanese
students. Students returned to India and brought back knowledge of American
prejudices. The experience of students such as Rash Behari Day offers a vital lens
through which to view American racism and the educational process.
Rash Behari Day was born under control of the British Raj in the small village of
Italla, located in the Tipperah district. Day was born into extreme poverty, traveled the
world, and returned to become an important player in the emergence of a free India. His
experience mirrors that of many foreign students entering Tuskegee. Day had been
educated in British secondary schools. Such students indirectly developed a very British
outlook, one from which he constantly attempted to distance himself. Day first entered
Madanganj Normal School, located in Narayangunj province. He then attended
Narayanganj high school until his departure to America in 1908.
Day was born Hindu, although he would adapt his religious views as convenient
to his locale. His travel experiences and future education at Tuskegee led him to believe,
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“I was acquiring all that was necessary to make me an Indian in a national sense.”69 Day,
like many Indians at the turn of the twentieth century, was beginning the fight for
independence from British rule. Day realized that his people never possessed full
political equality as colonial subjects. For him, education served as the vehicle to a better
India, an “India of Tomorrow.”
Day’s British education did have some positive influence on him. The study of
English history “made me a rational thinker of human events,” he recalled. The writings
of Swami Vibekananda, as they spread through India, reached Day. Against the wishes
of his conservative father, Day read the writings of the Swami. He concluded his fate
was to leave for America. Day became obsessed with entering America. He thought that
of “these people for their love of freedom, honesty, and fraternity, were favored by the
Almighty God with abundance of health and wealth.”70 Plans of entering the U.S. for any
young Indian were filled with many obstacles. Poverty was the main culprit. Day
suffered from malaria, and he had to stave off the lingering affects of abscesses. Six
months later, Day’s eyesight began to fail.
The lack of modern hospitals and suitable medicine prevented Day from receiving
adequate attention. Day soon discovered he was one of many poor Indians suffering
from eye trouble, a possible effect of malaria. Experiencing the lack of resources,
neglect, and mistreatment of poor patients, Day grew to doubt the social utility of
hospitals. Despite serious health concerns he remained resolved to leave for the U.S. For
Day, the reward of leaving for America was more than worth the risk of remaining in his
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district where “life is a calm and happy atmosphere that undermines ambition and
encourages self-content.”71 To stay in Tipperah meant Day would be forced to suppress
personal ideas and plans, and to conform to his father’s. Such was Indian custom. Day
bemoaned this practice: “I believe that there is the germ, and our caste system is the
fertilizer of the slavish submission and rude rebellion that tinges our character.”72
Love of parents was a divine heritage. Caste all but fixed one’s future before he
or she was even born. Day and many of his generation could not reconcile this tradition
and social law. Day believed every son should try to be better than his father, physically,
mentally, and socially. In early 1907, equipped with five rupees, one blanket, two shirts,
two dhotis, a bed sheet, an umbrella, and eye medication, Day departed for his journey
west. Travel outside of India helped Day to break down ideas of caste and race. Day
admonished those he felt embraced inferior statuses. Day was of the opinion that many
Indians were of the belief that caste had “been the most glorious thing inherited from our
fore fathers.”
He maintained a position that caste was one of the most destructive elements
opposing Indian nationalism. Day wrote, “So no matter how different ideas we hold, and
how differently we dress up, we cannot lose our race, nor become insensible to the racial
attractions.” He added, “if the Indian races are to live, they will all live; and if they are to
die, they will all die.” “Castes,” Day concluded, “and so-called creeds will save none.”73
Castes, like Jim Crow, divided and regressed Indian communities. It stripped away any
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sense of national belonging. Day maintained that in spite of castes, creeds, and racial
differences, “we belong to one race.”
Day soon learned of the prejudices Indians faced outside the country. While
traveling aboard a steamer, Day encountered Europeans for the first time. He met and
conversed with one man of German descent. The two exchanged many ideas. Day
discovered that Germans found Indians to be “a very timid and wild race of people, and
have no aspiration to any higher things.”74 One Englishmen given to stereotypes asked
Day “if the Hindus eat up their old parents?” One gentleman attempted to dissuade Day
from traveling to America. He advised Day that, “I read that the Americans hate us.” He
concluded, “You will get no opportunity there.” Even differences among Hindus and
Muslims became more pronounced. When Day was caught sneaking onto a train and
arrested, a Muslim headmaster rescued Day from further punishment. During their brief,
but powerful encounter, Day gained a broader perspective into how Muslims viewed
Indian Hindus.
Day worked the steamer in order to pay for his travel. While stationed in
Bombay, many of his fellow workmen from the Sarang were Muslims from Chittagong.
In an adaptive, yet symbolic act, Day adopted a Muslim identity, taking on the name
Abdul Jabbar. Day allegedly held no fixed commitment; rather, he believed himself to be
a “coreligionist.” He maintained no antagonism toward any religion. “I was as true to
myself as in calling myself a Hindu. During my life in America, there were not many
Sundays in which I did not go to the Church and pray like the Christians.”75
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Day’s international experience helped strip away affiliations with caste.
Whenever he encountered an Indian abroad, Day recalled, “I talk to him no matter what
may be his worth or occupation; and if that day I had not reached out to them, they might
have been in the worst plight.”76 Day’s experience resembled that of Black Americans
first experiences in the north: a sense of freedom, mobility, and self-realization. Travel
abroad further affirmed ideas of self-governance in his mind. He argued, “if we do not
make early provision for mass education, unless we can create healthy and strong public
opinion, unless we are fully willing to do justice to our fellow citizens, and unless we are
ready to war against common injustice and upholds common welfare, we are likely to
come to grief.”77
After stops in Algiers, Italy, and Germany, Day finally arrived in Boston Harbor.
Day wrote, “I was simply dazzled… the finely dressed people, the well-decorated shops,
the neat and clean streets, the finely-built tram cars, rows of pretty girls, the display of
goods and advertisement by electric flash light, all these made it appear to me like the
Fairy land that I had long dreamed of.”78 The social conditions and racial demographics
of 1908 Boston, presumably contributed to Day’s failure to notice lines of social
demarcation.

Day wrote, “A young man from the poorest and most humblest family

may rise to the highest place that American society offers, no one will cry him down on
account of his birth.”79 Clearly, up to that point, Day had failed to learn of America’s
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color line. Day also recognized the esteem for which women were held, although he later
learned that women in America did not share equal rights with men.
Day measured the rights of American women against those of Indians. “Indian
women,” according to Day, “occupy the worst position among the women of the world.”
He added, “They have no rights to speak of, and in all public and private matters they are
put to an inferior position.” While in the North, Day learned many valuable lessons. He
learned to eat using a knife and fork, how to dress, and how not to dress. Moreover, he
learned of American educational institutions. In Brooklyn, Day made the acquaintance of
Myron H. Phelps, lawyer and philanthropist. It was Phelps who introduced Day to
America’s Black colleges. He made arrangements for Day to enter into Hampton
Institute. Day, however, failed to enter Hampton after his review of the school’s catalog
revealed an average course in engineering.
Phelps continued to push Day to enroll in college. Day reached out to several
colleges to declare his interest. Out of all the schools Day applied to, including Ivy
League schools such as Brown, the only school to reply was Tuskegee. Principal
Washington himself sent the reply. Day decided Tuskegee was the school for him.
Having no understanding of how social conditions varied in the south from the north,
Day began his journey south.
On the trip to Tuskegee, he learned lessons about race. Upon arrival in Savannah,
Georgia, Day recalled, “I had the feeling that I was no longer in the land of Uncle
Sam.”80 Poverty and prosperity were both equally obvious. The poverty Day witnessed
in Savannah was surprisingly similar to poverty in India. “There for the first time,”
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recalled Day, “I saw crowds of Negroes, and the first impression they gave me was that
they are never unhappy.”81 Day subscribed to the prevailing racial stereotypes of the day.
Day boarded his train for Montgomery and soon realized that blacks sat at one end on and
whites at the other. Being Indian, but of darker skin, Day was vexed. “I felt a little
uneasy, because my colour was dark and I might be violating some rules of the state.”
At one stop, Day wandered into a local restaurant to order something to eat. A
Black waiter approached Day and curiously asked, “where are you from!?” Day, once
again holding to his own prejudices, responded, “I took him to be a curious ignorant chap
and told him that he would not understand.” He later realized the waiter asked those
questions not out of ignorance, but because Day, considered to be Black by southern
standards, had entered into a whites-only restaurant.82
Upon arrival at Tuskegee, Day’s conception of race slowly evolved. He fell in
love with the campus. The first thing he noticed was a man approaching on horseback:
Washington. Washington approached the new foreign student and instructed him to
come by his office. A week later, Washington sent for Day to have dinner. For
Washington, the dinner served as an important space for international exchange.
Washington asked about Day’s homeland, customs, culture, family, and intellectual
traditions. To Day, Washington appeared to be the most “serious man” in the world.83
At Tuskegee, Day qualified for the highest class in the Academic line, the Senior
Class. There, Day took up a course in Electrical Engineering. Day thought he made a
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very favorable impression on his peers. “Many teachers admired me. Many students
envied me.”84 Even Margaret Murray Washington, the third wife of Booker T.
Washington, spoke highly of Day. “It is a pity, Day, that you made the Senior Class. I
do not think that you will get the Tuskegee Spirit in so short a time.”85 An article in the
Tuskegee Student discussed the phenomenon of the school’s first Indian student.
On his own terms, Day defined what the Tuskegee Spirit represented. The spirit
was one that inspired self-exertion, self-confidence, and a desire to live a better social,
moral, industrial, and intellectual life. Day left Tuskegee with three added dimensions to
his educational experience. First, he believed that education under the British Raj
separated students from their community and made him a “weakling unfit to fight the
battle before him.”86 The practical education offered by Tuskegee articulated the life of
the community. Second, education should fill the social, economic, or political gaps of
that particular community, while simultaneously correcting the wrongs of history. This
education, then, illuminates truth. Last, “the aim” of education “is to make the students
realize the existence of those powers, and to put them on the right track for the full
development of those abilities.”87 Another important dimension of Day’s education was
the social scene at Tuskegee. He joined the Debate Team and participated in class
business meetings, games, festivals, picnics, and complaints.
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Chapel remained an important space for cultural exchange amongst a diverse staff
and student body. Tuskegee, although non-denominational, was influenced by Baptist
and Protestant traditions. Without regard to rank, faculty and students were required to
attend ‘Sunday evening talks.” With so many students coming from so many places,
religious gatherings presented a unique problem at Tuskegee. In an article written for the
Christian Work and Evangelist, Washington noted the religious beliefs of African
students to be majority Protestant, while students from the West Indies and South
America were mainly Catholic. As for the students from Japan, China and India,
Washington wrote that, “Some of these are Mohammedoms; others are, or did still
adhere, up to the time they came, to the pagan forms of religion prevalent in their own
countries.” Thus, Sundays became a vital component in the process of assimilation as
moral and religious training was imposed on all students. Washington concluded, “No
matter whether a boy comes from Mohammedan India, or from pagan Africa, he can very
soon see, if the thing is pointed out to him that he is obliged to serve the community and
get the most out of life.”88
At Tuskegee, Day met many famous American and international leaders of the
day, including Theodore Roosevelt, William H. Taft, Lord Bryce, and Andrew Carnegie.
“We the people of India, can never imagine the sentiments that an American bears
towards his alma mater,” recalled Day, reflecting on what Tuskegee meant to him. When
it came time for Day to graduate, he had difficulties departing from the school. One
particular moment resonated with Day. “Some girls of Spanish descent who had come
from the Spanish colonies and were in the Institute for some five or six years, were
Booker T. Washington, “How Students Spend the Sunday at Tuskegee,” Christian
Work and the Evangelist 88, 193; February 5, 1910, BTWP.
88
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almost uncontrollable.” He continued, “the education of a person begins from home and
his environments; but Tuskegee is a new home for young men and women; and when
they come out, reborn as it were, with ideas, ideals, and abilities, and the inspirations, that
the Institute intends to endow them with, they are said to have got the Tuskegee spirit.”89
To Day, Tuskegee represented the promising future of America. It also became a
very important symbol of hope to young Indians. In 1909, Day received his diploma
from Tuskegee. In 1911, he fully completed the Postgraduate course in Electrical
Engineering. Day returned to Calcutta shortly before the start of World War I. Dressed
as a refined metropolitan, Day attracted crowds as he moved throughout the country. He
captivated listeners with vivid stories of the adventures, troubles, and struggles of his
American excursions. He brought back with him manuscripts from the U.S. and shared
them with friends and family. Upon return to India, Day married a poor girl from a
respectable Hindu family, without any dowry or any formal arrangement. He left for
Mesopotamia during World War I and served as an Electrical Power Station
Superintendent with the Expeditionary Force.
Tuskegee continued to be a beacon of light for citizens of India. When
Washington died in 1915, numerous Indians including Day memorialized his death. K.
Vaikunta Rao, secretary of the Theistic Endeavor Society in Madras, organized a public
meeting in honor of the late principal.90 Washington’s successor, Robert Moton, visited
Madras and gave speeches along the way. He was surprised to learn of the continued
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interest Indians had in America’s race problem. “It was evident that they are doing a
great deal of thinking about race relations in America,” Moton concluded.
Ultimately, the experience of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese students at Tuskegee
between 1900 and 1935 reveals a long history of cultural and political exchange between
African Americans and peoples of Asian descent. Out of a shared tradition of resistance
to class and racial exploitation, African Americans and Asians struggled together for
liberation and equality. They have mutually influenced, borrowed from, and jointly
innovated new forms of protest and ideological positions. Furthermore, Washington
provided an even wider global context through which to understand and confront racial
constructions. Reading through the phenomenon of Asian students at Tuskegee also
reveals that political connections between these groups began long before the civil rights
movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Through education, Asian students entering
American institutions carved out and redefined new cultural and political identities. They
employed a modified program of Tuskegee’s economic and political protest model to
resist colonial oppression and advance socio-economic hegemony under their own terms.
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Chapter Six
Changing Landscapes: The Impact of the New Negro Movement on Foreign
Students at Tuskegee, 1915-1937
Founded in 1881 with an appropriation of just $2,000, a run-down church, and a
shanty, Tuskegee by 1915 boasted over 3,000 acres, state of the art facilities, a $1.5
million endowment, and a robust student population that included students from around
the world. Booker T. Washington’s untimely death in November of 1915, however,
drastically altered the course of the Institute.
While the country mourned the loss of a man that gave his life to addressing the
nation’s race problem, the Tuskegee community, for the first time, was without its
founder and visionary. Tuskegee’s ideals rapidly evolved after Washington’s death.
Current and potential students were impacted by the outbreak of World War I, the “Great
Migration” of Blacks to the north, and the emergence of New Negro ideologies. Yet a
global community continued to emerge at this small Black college in rural Alabama.
Through Washington’s efforts, Tuskegee had developed an influential position in
international diplomacy. One of the educator’s last battles before his death in 1915 was
against a proposed bill in Congress, that if passed, would have put a freeze on the
immigration of peoples of African descent into the United States. Highly publicized by
the Black press, Washington’s battle over immigration reform captivated public attention.
Democratic Senator James A. Reed of Missouri brought the bill before the U.S. Senate.
It was passed and sent to the House of Representatives for further consideration.
Washington organized a major campaign of arguments and constituent pressure against
the amendment, including letters to the editors of the Atlanta Constitution and the New
York Evening Post. He galvanized members of the Black elite such as Whitefield
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McKinlay, George Hall, and Henry A. May, urging them to write their local congressman
in opposition to the bill.1
On January 2, 1915, Washington aired his grievances in open letters in several
major newspapers including the Chicago Tribune and the New York World.2 The letter,
entitled, “Fair play for Negro Aliens,” appealed to the American Congress and to the
people of the United States to end discriminatory practices in connection to immigration.
Aside from the hundreds of students from on average fifteen countries were either
already enrolled or in the process of enrolling at Tuskegee, countless Black immigrants
from West Africa, London, and the Caribbean were beginning to enter into the United
States in large numbers.3 Washington illuminated the inconsistencies of the so-called
African Exclusion Act. He noted that the majority of migrants were coming from the
West Indies, not Africa. Black leaders also expressed concern over the implications of the
bill’s dangerous generalizations and imposed racial categorizations. “The bill,”
Washington argued, “puts an unnecessary slight upon colored people by classing them
with alien criminals.”4 Washington also alluded to the contradictory nature of blocking
potential citizens from American-backed governments and possessions. He wrote that
the bill “prohibits citizens from the Republics of Liberia, Cuba, and Haiti, and also from
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Porto Rico and Santo Domingo, entering this country thus placing an unnecessary
hardship.”5
Immigrants of African descent were vital to the industrial and economic boom of
the early twentieth century. Hundreds of Black migrant workers, for example, labored
alongside Irish, Mexican, and Chinese workers constructing the Panama Canal.6 In 1910,
the Panama Canal Company employed approximately 50,000 workers, three quarters of
which were of British West Indian ancestry. Increasing competition, however, among
lighter-skin Hispanics and white Americans placed many Black laborers in precarious
and undesirable racial conditions. In this space, many of these workers forged a nucleus
of a community. Marginalization from dominant white society bonded laborers together
by race, language, religion, and culture. Prolonged production exacerbated a transient
status amongst many of the migrant workers, foiling hopes of much of the Black migrant
community to enter the U.S. after completion of the canal. Once construction was
completed in 1914, white migrant workers moved West and North while Black migrant
workers were denied mass entry into the U. S.7
Many of these workers further solidified fraternal bonds as they sought entrance
into American institutions such as Tuskegee. Such was the case of Stephen Wellington,
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class of 1907.8 Migrants such as Wellington helped bring immigration issues to
Washington’s attention.
After conversing with one high ranking official of the Panama Canal
Commission, Washington concluded, “Now that we are celebrating the completion of this
great canal, it seems most unjust and unreasonable that the people who contributed in so
large a measure toward it should be slapped in the face and told that they cannot enter
this country even when they meet the requirements of our Government.”9
“An investigation will show that the colored people who have come to this
country from the West Indies and other foreign countries have proved as a whole to be
law-abiding, intelligent, industrious class, stated Washington.”10 He along with other
Black and white leaders feared the impact such legislation would have on missionary and
educational work abroad. “For a number of years,” Washington wrote, “some of the
brightest young people from Africa and elsewhere have been coming to this country to
receive training to fit them to go back and help their people, and this they have done in an
effective manner.”11 For Washington and others the bill had no political or sectional
value. It only served a purpose to further ingratiate racial discriminatory practices on
peoples of African descent.
By 1914, Tuskegee had earned a worldwide reputation. It amassed hundreds of
thousands of dollars for implementing foreign extension programs. Liberian students at
8
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Tuskegee, for example, played critical roles in informing and directing Washington’s
political interactions with colonial heads of state, the American government, and the
President of the United States. If the bill were passed, Washington’s access to political
and economic issues affecting people throughout the world would have been diluted.
Tuskegee and other social institutions serving populations of people of African descent
would have suffered too. Washington concluded, “Certainly we have enough to contend
with already without having this additional handicap and discouragement placed in our
pathway.”12

He was so determined to defeat the passage of the bill that he vowed, “if

the bill had passed the House, I would have gone direct to President Wilson and ask[ed]
him to veto the bill.”13 The bill was defeated by 250 votes to 77.
Peoples of African descent praised Washington for his efforts in organizing the
defeat of the bill. James Carroll Napier, the wealthy business owner and future Register
of the Treasury under President Howard Taft, congratulated Washington. He wrote, “The
defeat of this vicious measure, I think, was attributable to your prompt and effective
action.”14 Although the Black community rejoiced, the magnitude of the bill’s defeat
would be felt following the entry of thousands of migrants of African descent in the years
following the bill’s defeat. By 1916, tens of thousands of migrants of African descent
began entering the U.S. If the African Exclusion Act had passed, men and women such as
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Marcus Garvey, Nella Larsen, Casper Holstein, or Kwame Nkrumah may have not been
allowed to enter the U.S.
In mid-November 1915, Washington suddenly collapsed while on business in
New York City. Staying true to his words, “I was born in the South, had lived in the
South and expected to die and be buried in the South,” Washington pressed to return
home to Tuskegee to die in the space he dedicated his life to build.15 At approximately
4:45 a. m. on November 14, 1915, Washington succumbed to congestive heart failure.
Buried with him was the era of accommodationist politics. Through the cloud of
darkness, gloom, and uncertainty surrounding the physical death of Washington, his
death symbolically dawned the resurrection of a new progressive era. The spirit of
Washingtonian ideals, particularly his insistence on constructing racial pride, served as a
stepping-stone for the New Negro Movement.
In the weeks following Washington’s death, telegrams, floral offerings, and
financial donations inundated the campus. One eulogizer noted, “the glory and
blessedness of his achievements lie in the fact that he so helped to organize and develop
an institution that even though his body lies in the earth, yet his spirit is alive in those
whom he has helped to train, and they will redouble their exertions to carry on to further
perfection the institution.”16 Another paper highlighted Washington as a “Citizen of the
World.” The editor highlighted that Washington had “grown from an ambition to help
his own race to a desire to work for all peoples and races.”17 Foreign students and alumni
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living abroad sent their regards to the late principal. Floral arrangements were sent in
from “The Spanish Speaking Boys,” “Tuskegee Graduates, Havana, Cuba,” “AfroAmerican Citizens of Manila, Manila, Philippine Islands,” and “Tuskegee Graduates, of
San Juan, Porto Rico.”18 A campaign to begin a memorial fund on behalf of the late
Washington was also spearheaded by a group of foreign students. Led by Henry
Covington, the group raised $26.50.
The man responsible for filling Washington’s shoes became a question of national
significance. Blacks wondered who would fill the void as leader of the race, while whites
(especially wealthy white philanthropists) wondered if Washington’s successor would be
someone they could either control or collaborate with along political and economic lines.
The job entailed three primary tasks. First, promoting the substantial progress and
development of African Americans; second, helping forward the establishment of just
and harmonious relations between the races in the South; and, third, bridging together
differing factions of Blacks, northerners, southerners, and the global community.19
On May 25, 1916, the Board of Trustees elected Major Robert Russa Moton, the
twenty-five year veteran commandant of Hampton Institute, as the second Principal of
Tuskegee. The decision was not without criticism. Some were dumbfounded at the
overlooking of Washington’s long-time personal secretary Emmett J. Scott.20 Others
questioned Moton on grounds that he had never given a public address nor shown any

18

Ibid.

19

Will H. Hughes and Frederick Douglas Patterson, R. R. Moton of Hampton & Tuskegee
(Chapel Hill, UNC Press, 1956), 111.
20

Paulette Davis-Horton, Death in 60 Days: Who Silenced Booker T. Washington?- a
Nurse’s View (AuthorHouse, 2008); Louis Harlan, Wizard.

218

adaptability to public affairs. Regardless of his critics, the burden of carrying Tuskegee
into a new era was now in the hands of Principal Moton. William Wilcox, a Trustee,
stated, “No greater or more serious responsibility was ever placed upon the Negro than is
left us here at Tuskegee.” He added, “we have a rare opportunity to help in the solution
of a great problem, the Human Race Problem, not merely changing the modes of life and
the ideals of a race, but the ideas of other races regarding that race.”21
Immediately following Moton’s inauguration, student Alvin Neely recalled, “we
were in our working clothes and at our duties again.”22 Moton spent his first days in
careful study and observation of each department and division of the school. Southerners
and northern benefactors eager to hear Moton’s plan on the future of Tuskegee and racial
relations encouraged Moton to engage in dialogue. A significant portion of his 100 days,
then, was spent on speaking engagements addressing racial matters and on raising money
for a proposed $2 million Memorial Fund. Frequently speaking to over-capacity
audiences, Moton began to make a name for himself.
Under Moton, Tuskegee experienced unprecedented academic and administrative
success. Within three years of his installment, for the first time in school history, the
administration was forced to turn students away. Record enrollment coincided with the
addition of new prominent faculty members such as Lieutenant Colonel Benjamin O.
Davis, the construction of new academic buildings including the Helen Curtiss Jones
building (a female dormitory), and a new trade building for male students.23
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International outreach also expanded under Moton’s leadership. During his
presidency, Moton visited numerous foreign countries such as India, the Philippines,
France, Jamaica, and Haiti. He was instrumental in observing and developing economic
and social programs in each country. In 1932, Moton served as Chairman of the United
States Commission on Haiti.24 Activists interested in nation building continued to reach
out to Moton for advice on constructing educational institutions for peoples of African
descent. Minister Mande A. Lowe of Barbados sought Moton’s advice concerning “the
problem of education.”25 Although Moton was unable to attend, he was invited to
celebrate the seventieth anniversary of the independence of Liberia. Scott responded on
behalf of Moton, “I shall hope that the celebration may serve to cement more firmly the
bond between this country and the tiny African Republic, and that the friendship… may
be even more pronounced.”26 Moton also became a prominent figure in the World’s
Student Christian Federation, collaborated with Florida Agricultural and Mechanical
College’s West Central African Mission Station, and served as the only Black member on
the Board of Trustees for the Booker T. Washington Institute, which opened in Liberia in
1929.27
The rise of Moton also symbolized the burial of old animosities,
misunderstandings, and social differences. The opportunity to begin anew the working
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out of the race problem amongst disciples of Washington and disciples of W. E. B. Du
Bois was an important moment in the evolving political landscape. On July 7, 1916, Du
Bois communicated his hopes to Moton that the two could work together for the good of
the race. He wrote, “I think you know that I have the deepest personal regard for you and
share thoroughly your feeling that we are both aiming at the same thing.” “I do not
think,” he continued, “that your methods are often dangerous for the accomplishment of
these things just as you think about mine.” He concluded, “I trust we are going to find
much common ground.”28
While Washington’s death allowed space for the emergence of new approaches to
racial uplift, World War I, the Great Migration, and the emergence of the New Negro
Movement held tremendous ramifications for Tuskegee students, including foreign
students currently enrolled and those with future aspirations of enrolling.
As the American commitment to isolationism broke down, institutions such as
Tuskegee became instrumental to the war effort. Moton lobbied on behalf of aspiring
Black soldiers at the Officers’ Training Camp in Des Moines, Iowa, and in getting an
African American representative in the War Department that could specifically affect the
welfare of Black solders. Moton also served as a special commissionor in France for the
task of investigating the welfare and condition of Black solders. A report from the
Associated Press, “100,000 Negroes Ready to Fight” details the impact of Tuskegee in
the war.29 As early as 1916, dozens of Tuskegee graduates and former students in
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Mexico served as members of colored regiments.30 “Negroes,” Scott wrote, “will rally to
the defense of their country now as they have always done.”31 President Woodrow
Wilson personally sought the assistance of Tuskegee students, male and female. He
inquired whether the school could provide fifty men who held prior military training and
with further training could command a company. Moton responded, “I told him he could
get both officers and men from among the Tuskegee students and graduates.” He
exceeded President Wilson’s wishes, boasting that, “if he wanted nurses for Red Cross
service he would find many of the young women at Tuskegee ready and willing to
volunteer their services for their country.”32
Students at Tuskegee were recruited to join a special regiment of Black engineers.
Formed at Camp Sherman, Chillicothe, Ohio, the regiment was made up of African
Americans who at the time attended or were attending Black colleges. Preference was
given to those who had taken manual courses and were knowledgeable in construction
projects such as engineers, surveyors, draftsmen, photographers, lithographers,
carpenters, blacksmiths, plumbers, electricians, machinists, explosive men, and miners.33
Students from Tuskegee joined with others from Black colleges such as Howard,
Wilberforce, and Hampton. These soldiers fought for citizenship, identity, and equal
rights through military participation. An army lieutenant from the 317th Engineers wrote,
“I am often amazed to note the high regard and immense respect, Army officers in
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general have for Tuskegee men every place I have been.” He added, “Just as Tuskegee
has led the vanguard in the industrial world in times of peace, she and her sons must take
up this same leadership in this war and save the Negro from failing to make good as
military Engineers.”34
Thirteen Tuskegee faculty members served the war effort in some capacity.
Thirty-two graduates and former students served as commissioned officers, 273 as noncommissioned officers and privates. Fourteen graduates served in the Navy and five
served as Y. M. C. A. secretaries. In total, 335 teachers, students, and faculty served
Tuskegee and their country.
Schools suffered as enrollment dropped and sources were redirected outward to
fulfill the nation’s military and industrial needs. The associate editor to the AfroAmerican wrote to Tuskegee’s secretary and business manager to inquire about a rumor
that Black colleges would not open in the fall. The paper sought to allow such schools
the space to advertise or make statements to recruit students in their weekly paper.35 The
rumors proved false. Many Black colleges, including Tuskegee, successfully contributed
to the war and continued to educate the majority of the nation’s Black students.
Tuskegee’s first commencement after the war paid homage to the efforts of black
veterans. Instead of the usual cap and gown ceremony, students demonstrated how they
contributed to the war effort. Domestic science student Justin McNeil demonstrated,
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“New Methods of Cooking in the Home.” He demonstrated how less desirable cuts of
meat, skim milk, and leftover foods could be made more desirable and palatable. Otis
McField discussed, “The effects of the war on the Trade of Tailoring.” He demonstrated
the change of men’s clothing and the new machinery for making them as a result of the
war. Marietta Gibson demonstrated the ways that discarded clothing could be recycled
into new garments.
In total, approximately 150,000 students in over 500 colleges served the Army in
various capacities in WWI. By war’s end, the country, including black communities in
the South, were left in a transformed social and economic state.
Wartime demand drastically increased the demand for skilled labor. Blacks
jumped at the opportunity. They fled to industrial centers, which simultaneously offered
an escape from Jim Crow and access to work. Thousands of Blacks picked up and left
the farms of Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, and Louisiana for points north and west.
The suppression of voting rights, lack of state funded education, strict enforcement of
racial segregation, and lynch law also pushed Blacks north. Between 1910 and 1920, in
New York City, the black population increased from 90,000 to over 150,000; in Chicago,
44,000 to 110,000; in Cleveland, 8,000 to 34,000; and in Detroit, 5,000 to 44,000. By
1921, conservative estimates of the exodus suggested a total of 350,000 migrants, while
higher estimates numbered as high as 1,000,000.36
Emmett J. Scott and President Moton grew conscious of the migration and its
potential impact. Moton addressed the issue in an essay for Alain Locke’s The New
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Negro.37 He warned, “The consequences have aroused attention both in the section from
which they have come and in the section to which they have moved.”38

For Moton, the

movement of Blacks from the South to northern urban centers would force the hand of
the American people to squarely face its race problem. He argued, “In the wake of this
movement… what was considered a sectional problem has become a national problem.”39
Migration greatly affected Tuskegee and southern communities. Dozens of
students left Tuskegee with job offers in hand. With Black northern urban centers
popping up seemingly overnight, the demand for qualified teachers sharply increased.
Tuskegee alumni, who traditionally remained in the south after graduation, began to head
north to fill the increasing number of teaching vacancies. Additionally, northern Black
business owners recruited workers from southern Black colleges. Letters arrived from
Indiana, Chicago, and New York requesting new workers.40 One independent business
owner sought out a partner to help run his clothing business. “Since the war is over my
business is getting better all the time and I would like to get a good man.” Thomas
Quarles of Bloomington, Indiana, used recruiting points to influence students north. He
highlighted not only the wage that awaited migrants, but also the opportunity to attend
some of the “finest schools in the country.” Persuading students of friendlier race
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relations was also a major recruiting tool for northern recruiters such as Quarles. He
informed students, “After the 8th grade, students could go to the same school as whites.”41
The demand for workers far outpaced the ability to provide the supply. In a
February 19, 1919 letter, Moton noted, “So very many calls come for our young women
that none are without employment, and we are not able by any means to fill the calls
which come to us.”42 Even faculty members joined the exodus. One professor submitted
his letter of resignation and headed to Chicago to create a real estate firm. Tuskegee
students took to the school paper to note the changing attitudes of Black southerners and
the impact migration was exacting on the South. Remaining students saw this as an
opportunity to force the hand of the southern bureaucracy. “The south’s only remedy lies
in higher wages, better conditions under which to work, more and better schools, with
longer terms, for Negro children, enfranchisement of the Negro, abolition of the Jim
Crow car and a systematic suppression of the mob.”43
Aspirations for equal rights and citizenry swelled among African Americans,
including those attending Tuskegee. One student concluded, “The militant spirit of the
New Negro is gradually infecting the wide masses.” He continued, “a passionate will to
freedom, economic, political and social is becoming more articulate, aggressive and bold
from year to year.”44
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The emergence of the New Negro Movement held profound significance for
Tuskegee and its students. The rise of Garveyism, Du Bois’s Pan African Congress, and
student protest movements altered the history of the school. Although the strongest
parallels among Black, white, and West Indian developments of the era are found in New
York, these developments reverberated across the South, including in its Black colleges.
The movement revolved around an emphasis on racial pride and self-help. It also
projected a commitment to economic and social improvement. This movement was a
direct result of a transformed ideological landscape spurred by World War I, the death of
Booker T. Washington, and urban migration. Black veterans were instilled with a new
determination to bring democracy to America, an ideal they fought for overseas. The
Tuskegee class of 1923 (which had entered during the last year of the war) recalled the
new pride of returning students. “After the signing of the Armistice some of our
classmates who went overseas returned with distinguished service medals.” The most
decorated veteran was a nurse, Etta Hollis. Her experience overseas developed in her a
global consciousness. Upon her return, Hollis was recognized by her peers for her
collection of the largest sum for an African fund.45
Like Hollis, the New Negro was both political and conscious of global affairs.
“The political and cultural impact of newly arrived migrants to the North, the mass
activity and social upheavals engendered by the war, and the occurrence of race riots…
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introduced a more radical perspective into the dualistic thought patterns of the African
American petite bourgeoisie.”46
Students, including female ones participated in the formation of clubs for selfdignity and suffrage. The Tuskegee Woman’s Club hosted several prominent women
including Madame C. J. Walker; Queen Eleanor Ferdinand of Bulgaria, and Bulgarian
princesses and citizens. M. Ernestine Suarez spoke to female students about the role
women played in the history of their country. The war not only linked Black Americans
to Africa and the Caribbean but it also introduced them to European countries and
socialist ideologies. Such was the case of Tuskegee alumni Lovett Fort-Whiteman and
Oliver Golden.
Glenda Gilmore writes that Fort-Whiteman, “shed the narrow neckties and white
shirts of Tuskegee for a robochka.”47 After Tuskegee, Whiteman joined the exodus to
Harlem, where he heard radical lecturers including A. Philip Randolph and Hubert
Harrison. By chance, Golden, a 1909 graduate, ran into Fort-Whiteman while walking
the streets of Chicago. A WWI veteran, Golden had grown disenchanted with American
racism and discriminatory practices and began to protest. He arrived in Chicago just in
time to witness the Chicago race riots of 1919. Reconnecting with Fort-Whiteman
provided the appropriate space for Golden to join the Black Bolshevik Movement. They
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aimed to spread communism to all the “colored people of the entire world.” After all, it
was at Tuskegee that “African Americans took their first slice of the great capitalist pie.48
The radical and charismatic Garvey, as well as Du Bois, editor of The Crisis, also
inspired students at Tuskegee.49 From Tuesday, October 31, to Friday, November 2,
1923, Garvey and his wife Amy Jacques visited the campus. After touring the facilities,
Moton invited Garvey to address the student body. His address entitled “Character and
Success” defined Black pride and insisted upon the necessity of such a concept. Garvey
told students that they were being prepared to “lead ambitious members of the race for
the higher life in the development of Ethiopia.”50 Garvey reinterpreted the Tuskegee
Spirit not as accommodation or the acceptance of low skilled jobs, but as “stubborn
independence and limitless ambition.”51 In reference to New Negro ideology, Garvey
told students, “The New doctrine that some of us are preaching inspire this present
generation to look forward to the highest in society, in industry, in politics.” Students
were urged to build a great black government and a “greater Tuskegee,” one supported by
Black business enterprise rather than “white philanthropy.”52
Students and administrators walked away inspired. George Marcus, a senior, and
member of the Dunbar Literary Society, took on the nickname “Marcus Garvey,” which
he proudly displayed in the senior-class yearbook. Administrators such as Moton
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gratefully accepted Garvey’s monetary contribution and commitment to donate to the
school on an annual basis. Thanking the Garveys for their visit, on November 6, Moton
insisted, “I know that your sentiments of race pride will be an inspiration to our young
people here.”53
An oversimplification of the schools of thought between Du Bois and
Washington obscures that Moton and Du Bois were close personal friends. Moton agreed
with the core principles of Du Bois’s Pan African Movement. He accompanied Du Bois
(as his roommate) on his voyage to Europe to plan for the 1919 Pan African Congress.54
In November 1928, a year after Du Bois assisted Hampton students in a student protest,
Tuskegee students listened to Du Bois lecture on the spirit of African nationalism.55
New professors such as Simbini Nkomo left a major impression on the new
generation of Tuskegee students. Between 1920 and 1924, as a young graduate student,
Nkomo taught African history courses. His approach was deeply rooted in pan-African
ideology. Nkomo became founder and executive secretary of the African Student Union.
He demonstrated strong convictions of both the Tuskegee Spirit and of incipient
nationalism, convictions he instilled in all his students. Nkomo used his space as lecturer
of history to transfer ideas of nationalism. Nkomo informed Moton of these efforts: “In
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all my class work I have laid great deal of stress of the National Spirit and the Spirit of
racial self-evaluation which is the foundation of true progress along all lines.”56
Across Tuskegee’s campus, students embraced a radicalized racial pride. During
a 1921 visit to Tuskegee, Secretary of the International missionary council, J. H. Oldham
met five African students: two Ugandans, one South West African, and two Liberians.
Oldham recalled, “the striking thing to me is now all these men have an African
consciousness; their loyalty is not Liberian or Rhodesian or Gold Coast, but African.”57
Eyo Ita offered his perspective of what Tuskegee meant to him: “Tuskegee was an
incentive to racial pride and independence.”58 Ita noted, “Here I have found a free selfrealization that opens up the fullest and finest intellectual and physical forces of our
youth. Both this institute and Gov’t., Hospital (Veterans Administration) are great
illustrations to the Negroes of the world, of what we are and can be.”59
The first two students sent to Tuskegee by the Phelps-Stokes Commission were C.
H. Clerk and M. Ansah, both of the Gold Coast. Clerk and Ansah came under the
tutelage of Nkomo. He encouraged the students to join the African student Union, which
at the time was preparing to discuss discriminatory practices of Black missionaries at the
Conference held in Talladega, Florida. A policy was drafted by the ASU and dispatched
to Moton’s World Student Federation Conference in Peking, China. The policy deplored
“the difficulties Negro Americans encountered in African missions, and asked that
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Western Christianity be true to the gospel it had brought Africans.”60 The following year
Clerk and Ansah aided Nkomo in organizing and sponsoring the Fourth Annual
Conference, held on the campus of Tuskegee. Students addressed major concerns
affecting African students such as misrepresentations concerning Africa, the abolishment
of restrictions on African immigrants wishing to study in the U. S, and how Americanborn blacks could cooperate with African students. In 1925, Nkomo passed away.
Shortly thereafter Clerk and Anseh, inspired to higher education, left for New York to
attend Columbia Teachers College.
Several other African students also left Tuskegee shortly after the death of
Washington. Although circumstances around their departure vary, they end with similar
results. Mohamad Jama, the first East African to attend the school, contributed to the
diversity of the student body before leaving for opportunities for higher education. At 23
years old, Jama was well traveled and well versed in American culture. He spoke six
languages; one visitor recalled, “I believe he knows as much about American ways as any
student at your school.”61 Prior to entering Tuskegee, Jama lived in a number of major
European cities and New York. He worked in Paris and spent time in London and South
America. On October 29, 1915, two weeks before Washington’s death, Jama arrived in
New York. Washington tried to arrange to see Jama while in New York but his attempts
proved fruitless. On November 15, Washington died, and within several months Jama
departed Tuskegee. Although racial attitudes of students at Tuskegee were changing,
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stronger external forces preempted numerous students such as Jama, Clerk, and Anseh to
head north.
It was easy to recruit foreign students coming into the country; it was more
difficult to make them stay. Stephan Duggan of the International Education Board stated,
“As soon as they come in touch with the Negro intelligentsia of America, they desire to
attend some of the outstanding northern institutions such as Columbia or Cornell.”62 Two
more Ugandans, Nyabongon and Kalibala, also left after a few months after entering the
school. Two years later, two more South African woman (both Phelps-Stokes Fellows)
concluded the Tuskegee course was not for them. They left after only one semester.63
Although many students left for opportunities up north, departing students were
quickly replaced by those now in positions to take advantage of educational
opportunities. Ernest C. B. Jones was one of the many foreign students who remained
after Washington’s death and amid the changing landscape of the American social,
political, and economic scene. He entered Tuskegee maintaining both cultural and
political ties to Liberia. His first year at Tuskegee was spent broadcasting his desire to
train as a missionary to return to Liberia after completing his course. Jones excelled
among his peers and actively participated in the culture of the school. When a delegation
of students from the upper class surprised Moton to wish him safe travels abroad, Jones
was among the chief organizers. They vowed that the students of Tuskegee Institute,
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“Imbued with the Tuskegee spirit, mindful of you and your devoted wife, will continue to
carry on until you return to us.”64
Jones graduated in 1919. During the commencement ceremonies, he gave a
presentation entitled, “A pioneer machinist in the Mission Field.” He discussed plans to
use his training as a machinist by repairing farm implements and sawmill machinery and
it planned to work for the advantage of “his [Liberian] countrymen.” Shortly after
graduation, Jones was placed in charge of the mechanical industries at the St. John’s
industrial school, Cape Mount, Liberia, West Africa. Coincidently, Jones found two
more Tuskegee alumni working in Liberia, Samuel H. Peters (c/o 1915) and William Fort
(c/o 1907). Upon graduation, many other African students left Tuskegee to begin work in
their home countries. In 1916, Lattevi Hoffman Ajayi sent a contribution of fifteen
dollars and a note that he was engaged in agricultural development in Nigeria. Isaac S.
M. Williams (c/o 1916) also returned to Ebute Metta Lagos, Southern Nigeria, to engage
in educational and political development.
Students from Cuba and Puerto Rico also continued to enter Tuskegee, although
in far fewer numbers. Students such as Francisco Sanchez and José Loyo entered to
study mechanical engineering. Other students such as Albert Diaz, editorialist and author
of “Dr. Diaz’s Letter Box;” Frank Percival Clark, founder of the Foreign Student’s
Association, Paula Pereira; and Rio Predras enrolled at Tuskegee.
The most well known student from British Guinea was “The Colonelness,” Vesta
Lowe. An honor student and member of the Negro Historical Society, Lowe was a
successful teacher, musician, and rural development coordinator. When Tuskegee first
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advanced its course offerings to include Bachelors degrees in 1937, Lowe became the
first woman to receive the B. Sc., with honors in home economics. She was also a
pioneer in the field of Folk Song preservation. Lowe tirelessly collected numerous
musical selections throughout the rural districts and the hinterland of Guiana. This
collection was published and also recorded as an LP, Guiana Songs. Lowe transferred
her musical traditions from Guiana to her peers at Tuskegee. An important theater for the
transfer of cultural expression was the Institute choir, which Lowe joined upon arrival to
Tuskegee in 1932. Lowe, funded by the British Guiana Negro Progress Convention,
continued her musical training and education under the direction of the world-renowned
William Dawson. She expanded her cultural horizons upon traveling with the Tuskegee
Choir to New York City for the opening of Radio City.
Upon return to Guiana, music was Lowe’s vehicle to spread education across the
island. In 1939, she created the Dawson Music Lovers Society to train aspiring
musicians. In 1944, she sought to make avenues of education more accessible through
the creation of the Vesta Lowe Choir, which aimed to use music as a vehicle to deeper
educational gain. She was also politically engaged. She organized the British Guiana
branch of the Red Cross Society and became a founding member and President of the
Kitty Women’s Institute. Born under Colonial authority and educated in the Jim Crow
South, Lowe became instrumental in the development, dissemination, preservation, and
promotion of Guianese culture, identity, and musical traditions.
Another musician, educator, and activist to enter Tuskegee during the New Negro
era was Cleveland Wilmore Eneas. His story provides an illuminating depiction of the
foreign student experience. Eneas was born in Nassau, Bahamas, by way of “Bain
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Town,” on July 15, 1915 to parents of Yoruba descent. His father, W. V. Eneas was a
devoted minister and served as the town’s bishop. Social conditions at the time of
Eneas’s birth reflected little change since slavery had been abolished in 1834. Although
whites numerically constituted the minority throughout the island, they overwhelmingly
dictated the political and social climate. Blacks on the island largely constituted the
laboring class. Eneas, born one year after the start of World War I, was too young to
notice changes taking shape on the island; they would, however, drastically impact him.
The first group of Bahamians recruited to serve in the war emigrated from Nassau
on September 19, 1915. By war’s end, approximately 1,800 Bahamians had served in the
war effort. Black Bahamians eager to serve the war effort hit the same wall as aspiring
Blacks on the mainland. British colonials restricted Black Bahamians to menial tasks,
mainly constructing roads. By April 1919, Bahamian soldiers returned home to a
weakened economy. The passage of the 1919 Volstead Act in December (which led to
the Prohibition Era between 1920 and 1923) temporarily stabilized the Bahamian
economy.65 More than twenty giant liquor refineries sprang up throughout Nassau nearly
overnight. Liquor was smuggled out of the Bahamas by boat and by plane, arriving
across the Gulf and Florida Coast, and further north along “Rum Row” off New York,
Boston, and Philadelphia. Bain Town’s economy was also sustained through wealthy
American tourists. This was the political and economic climate in which Eneas was
raised.
Eneas grew up poor. Under the British colonial system, Bain Town offered few
educational opportunities. Despite such oppressive conditions, Eneas learned from his
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father that the attainment of education was the “key, which opened up the world of
goodness to anybody who could acquire it.”66 Although W. V. Eneas received no formal
education, he attributed the inculcation of educational desires to his experiences outside
of Bain Town. In 1902, Eneas migrated to New York City. It was there where he first
heard the mention of a school in Alabama where one could learn a trade. Several of his
friends left New York to take advantage of educational opportunities there. Recalling
why his father did not join his friends at Tuskegee, he recalled that his father “very much
wanted to go, but he had a mother, who must have been the Yoruba equivalent of the
traditional Jewish Mother.67 Eneas’s grandmother found it implausible for a man over
the age of twenty to “return to school.” In her eyes, a man of that age was supposed to
“settle down, get married, and begin raising a family.” Although W. V. did not enter
Tuskegee, the school remained embedded in his brain. He promised himself that one day
his children would live out his deferred dream and enter Tuskegee. In 1927, at the age of
twelve, Eneas’s sister Eugenie was the first to reach college age. The child’s stepmother,
however, held to the old thinking that education was not the place for women. Rather
than entering Tuskegee, Eugenie married and remained on the island. Later that year, W.
V. purchased property on one of the main streets. He told Eneas, “this building is going
to send you to college.”68
Eneas’s personal desires to attend college arose out of disaster. A major hurricane
struck the island when Eneas began high school in 1929. Bain Town was devastated.
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Amongst the ruins was the home of Eneas’ sister’s mother-in-law, “Aun’ Lydie.” While
assessing the damage, Eneas stumbled across a wet but readable book, Up From Slavery.
Eneas read avidly. Upon reading the book for the second time, he declared, “I felt that I
had already become a student of Tuskegee.”69
Eneas’s secondary education, according to him, was very “British and colonial.”
The educational system in place throughout much of the Caribbean offered training
designed to enhance that which was British. Eneas maintained that his high school
training indoctrinated him and other young men in ideals of British exceptionalism. They
took courses in English Literature, English history, geography of England British Isles,
and the British Empire. Eneas rejected indoctrination: “we, who took it in, were well
grounded in this British slanted education.” He added, “This is how Empires are build
and sustained: this is how brains are washed, and lambs are led to the slaughter.” 70 The
broader experiences of his father shaped him as he resisted notions of racial or ethnic
inferiority.
Academically, the educational systems in Nassau were on par with American
institutions. The basics were stressed; students were well grounded in the three R’s
(reading, writing, and arithmetic). Secondary training was compulsory up to the age of
fourteen. Many, however, stopped there. Eneas was one of the lucky ones to continue on
to high school. Eneas enrolled in the Government High School in 1929 as the only
student from Bain Town. While there, he joined an “elite” group of those who could
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afford to pay the annual thirty-dollar expenditure. Thanks to the sacrifice of the Eneas
family, Cleve was able to afford all expenses.
The main difference in educational systems of the British versus American system
was one added dimension. Higher education in America justified its own existence by
actively seeking to serve the basic needs of life. With Tuskegee as the vehicle to
accommodate social and economic needs, W. V. pulled Cleve out of the Government
school during the middle of the year, while preparations for the Cambridge Senior
Examinations were being prepared. Despite the administration’s views to the contrary,
W. V. and Cleveland left Nassau and headed for Tuskegee in April 1932.
During the early twentieth century, Nassau experienced a terrible depression.
Meanwhile, parts of Florida underwent major development projects. Development in
Southern Florida required everyone who could work to provide labor. With lax
immigration laws and dire living conditions on the island, many Bahamians began
making their way to Florida. Eneas’s first stop was among family and friends in
Jacksonville, Florida. On April 14, 1932, Eneas boarded the motor vessel Ena K headed
to the U.S. His first impression of the U.S. was an utter disappointment. Having the
impression that most Americans were wealthy (in part due to American tourists who
threw money in the water for youngsters to dive in after), Eneas found Miami to be rather
desolate and inferior to Bain Town.71 Eneas’s “authentic” American experience began
shortly after leaving Miami. Traveling for the first time in a motor vehicle, he was at a
loss for words. Travel by automobile also provided an up-close and personal tour of the
U. S.
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For someone who had never travelled more than ten miles, the three-hour trip to
Jacksonville was more than a memorable one. For the first time Eneas encountered
American children, while his father preached at a local Church of God in Jacksonville.
His first impression was that the children were not too different than his peers in Nassau.
Upon realizing many had never heard of the Bahamas, however, Eneas soon found them
to be “some ignorant children.” He also discovered that a great number of them had not
heard of Tuskegee. Eneas was an enigma to the children. He was on his way to college
while most of them had not even finished high school. Eneas recalled, “I had much over
them academically. I had more academic exposure than they had.”72 Nevertheless,
Eneas soon found out these young blacks knew a lot about many things he would have to
learn over the next few years of his life.
Adjustment to American culture was difficult for Eneas. His first few years at
Tuskegee were spent in a perpetual state of culture shock. For example, seeing collard
greens served as part of a meal troubled Eneas. Distressed, he whispered to his father,
“These people eat bush!”73 In Bain Town, only goats ate bush, not humans. Another
display of cultural ignorance occurred at the Church’s fish fry. Upon seeing fish fried in
cornmeal for the first time, Eneas concluded that surely someone inadvertently dropped
his serving in the sand. He refused to eat it until his father explained to him the
difference in the cooking technique.
Before beginning the final leg of their trip, W. V. and Cleve realized they had
none of the necessities required for entering school. At the top of the list, Cleve was
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advised to purchase a bathrobe, raincoat, and overcoat. He knew no sixteen year olds
with bathrobes, it was the middle of April, and he had never experienced an American
winter, so W. V. only purchased a raincoat, which also was intended to double as an
overcoat for that coming winter. En route to Tuskegee, Cleve saw a river for the first
time. “The Indian names attached to so many of the cities and streams, could have been
Chinese names as far as I was concerned.”74 Automobile breakdowns allowed Eneas
closer observation along the way.
It was during his travel that Eneas first noted the racial attitudes of southern
whites. Once he became conscious of those attitudes, Eneas learned how best to confront
them. In reference to white racial attitudes, he wrote, “I soon learned how to faze this out
of my thinking, because I was soon to be influenced by Tuskegee.”75 On April 28, 1932,
the Eneases arrived in Montgomery, Alabama, around 4:00 am Forty miles later, the two
arrived upon the Alabama red clay and the rolling hills of Tuskegee. It was pitch black,
with nothing in sight but barren pines and the desolate dirt road, W. V. bemoaned, “Good
God! Where am I taking my son?” Much to their delight, in less than a mile, the Eneas’
arrived at Lincoln Gate, which read TUSKEGEE NORMAL AND INDUSTRIAL
INSTITUTE.
Upon seeing Tuskegee’s buildings, Cleve said “All I could do was look stupid
with my mouth half open and wonder.”76 Eneas entered with hopes of learning a trade in
printing. Although principal Moton had been in charge since 1915, W. V. repeatedly
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asserted his faith in “Mr. Washington’s school.” Eneas encountered his first hurdle upon
registration. Eneas had no academic transcripts; he had not even heard the word
transcript before. Questions arose over his classification. With the academic year
coming to a close, he was unable to sit for the placement test. Eneas was in a bit of a
quandary. The situation was resolved when a former friend of Eneas walked into the
registrar’s office. He suggested that Eneas join the third year high school class, the same
class he was completing before leaving Nassau. It turned out that the Cambridge Senior
class was in actuality an eleventh grade equivalent in the U.S. However, the work
students were now completing in the third year class, Eneas had already successfully
completed.
Eneas was placed in Thrasher Hall, the oldest dormitory on campus. Shortly
thereafter, Eneas met up with other “old friends” from Nassau. Alfred “Gubba”
Wilkerson from Gaol Alley, Bahamas, became one of Eneas’ closest friends. Wilkerson
was instrumental in helping Eneas adjust to life at Tuskegee. A small network of
Bahamian students existed on campus. When one arrived, word quickly traveled, and the
student was initiated into the small fraternity. Such was the case of Eneas. He met two
other Bahamians, Eris Allen, a seasoned student studying electricity, and, Cyril Ritchie,
another veteran.
The three all came from difficult social backgrounds. Tuskegee was their way to
accessing a better life. They moved in together into Rockefeller Hall, room 47, and
called themselves, the “47 Trio.” Excited about his new room and roommates, Eneas
wrote home to tell his dad. To his “amusement,” W. V. retorted back sharply. He did not
intend to send his son all the way across the sea to live with other Bahamians. W. V.
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wanted Cleve to get an authentic American experience. Allen, from Tapum Bay,
Eluethera, and Ritchie from Deadman’s Cay, Long Island, were not exactly what he
classified as representing the American experience. Eneas’s best friend, however, was
born in America. Carl Peterson, of Opelika, Alabama, grew to become “the spark that lit
up Tuskegee” for Eneas. After Tuskegee, Peterson served in WWII in the South Pacific
as a medical doctor.
Another close friend of Eneas was Raphu Williams, an exile from the Bahamas
who migrated to Florida to escape the labor drain. Williams was a member of the church
that Eneas’s father had established back in the Bahamas. Eneas found himself in many
predicaments traveling across the South with Raphu, including at least three brushes with
white police officers. Eneas recalled the nervous tension and racial profiling experienced
while traveling across the South with Raphu. “People like us instinctively became
apprehensive in small southern towns, when we had to stop even for a traffic light.”
Eneas’s experience documents the introduction of a foreign student to American
culture. It also provides a lens into how foreign students adjusted on the one hand, and
how American-born classmates witnessed that process on the other. In the winter of
1932, Eneas discovered the radiator he had been using to dry his clothes doubled as a
space heater during the cold winter nights. He recalled, “no one had prepared me for the
drastic change that could take place in temperature in between these months.”77 He
added, “This bit of ignorance delighted my peers: they hadn’t seen anyone quite as green
as I for a number of years.”78

77

Eneas, Tuskegee Ra! Ra!, 31.

78

Ibid.

243

Another situation in which Eneas found himself the star of “green” jokes occurred
when principal Moton announced he would be pole-vaulting in the middle of campus.
Although most students had already witnessed Moton’s activities, Eneas had not. He was
eager to watch the spectacle. His over zealousness provided comedic relief to his
classmates. When he woke up at 5:00 a. m. that morning to try to sneak out to catch
Moton, Allen awoke to inquire where he was headed at such an hour. When it was
revealed he was going to see Moton, a typically reserved Allen became raucous and
erupted with laughter. Eneas remembered, “This incident made me the laughing stock of
the whole dormitory, and those of us still alive, laugh about it to this day.”79
Fall homecoming and the Thanksgiving holiday served as memorable firsts for
Eneas. Recognizing the cultural significance of homecoming, Eneas donned his best
attire for the evening’s game. After deliberately entering the stadium fashionably late,
the whole section of the stands where his friends sat erupted in laughter upon seeing
Eneas’ blindingly colorful outfit. One classmate greeted Eneas, “Ol’ Coconut Charlie is
trying to rush the season.”80 His close friend Jack Montgomery added to the ribbing,
“And he even has the nerve to wear white shoes!” Another classmate yelled, “He’s got to
be the sharpest for’ner from the islands.”81
Upon arrival, Eneas spoke with a thick Caribbean accent. After American
teachers and students finished laughing at Eneas, they taught him to speak “proper
English,” which is ironic because rather than learning to speak “proper English,” Eneas
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developed a deep southern accent. He became a commodity around campus for his deep
accent. Virginia Campbell, a teacher at Tuskegee, took Eneas home to Greenwood,
Alabama, to display his accent to her mother. Eneas reminded her of a former student
with a similar accent during her time as a student decades earlier. Eneas was teased for
his scant knowledge of American customs and ways. He was laughed at on one occasion
upon placing a bet that he could name all fifty states. He did not make it pass the first
state, pronouncing Arkansas ar-kansas rather than ar-kan-saw.
Eneas had less difficulty adjusting to the academic rigor and strict guidelines of
the institute. He also took note of how the rules at times did not apply to foreign
students. Such was the case of “Mon” Higgins of Mali. Eneas noted, “Mon was
‘dapper,’ and was always well turned out in his suit, and had a thing for girls.”82 He was
nicknamed Mon because of his accent and the way “for’ners always said Man.”
Although Mon was threatened with expulsion, he was not sent back to Mali. The school
simply could not afford it. Rather than expulsion, “Mon” was reprimanded and sent back
to class.
Eneas paid his way through school working in the print shop. The shop provided
an important space for the cultural and intellectual exchange among student workers.
The most important agent in Eneas’s social transition, however, was music.
In Bain Town, Eneas was considered a musical prodigy. He experienced a culture
shock upon entering the musical scene at Tuskegee. Hearing and getting acquainted with
talented African American musicians, Eneas concluded, “we, in the Bahamas, were fifty
years behind our counterparts in the south.” It was a golden age of music at Tuskegee.
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Wilkerson introduced Eneas to one of the leading musicians currently enrolled, Jack
Montgomery, or as his friends affectionately called him, “Jackus Montgomeriski.”
Montgomery introduced Eneas to Andrew Rosemond, head of the string section of the
music school. Rosemond had tremendous influence on Eneas. It was from Rosemond
that Eneas took his cues on how to dress, how to take music seriously, and how to be a
gentleman. After failing his first audition to join the music school, Eneas successfully
joined the school orchestra in the second violin section. By the time of his graduation,
Eneas had served as Principal of his section and as President of the orchestra.
One of the tasks Tuskegee had set for itself was to create cultural exposure that
would compensate for what many came to the school lacking. Most students were still
first and second-generation descendants of slaves. They were the children of farmers
from the rural South and had not been exposed to high culture and the arts. To expose
students to a broader cultural experience, the administration brought in some of the best
speakers, musicians, and artists of the day. In a sense, Tuskegee offered a view of
Harlem to its students. Prominent African Americans such as William Dawson, Marcus
Garvey, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Marian Anderson each imparted different aspects of
cultural interpretations. The school also brought in Roland Hayes, Nathaniel Dett, Lena
Horne, and Langston Hughes. These visitors demonstrated Black achievement and
instilled a sense of pride through the arts.
In 1927, Hughes spoke to an assembly, which was standing room only. He told
those in attendance that he had not taken an interest in poetry until around the age of
fifteen. It was difficult for him to “get interested in such a thing,” wrote Hughes, because
“most of the poetry by the older writers were about things so far removed from a child’s
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life.”83 He read several poems influenced by changing social and political landscapes
including, “The Weary Blues,” “Dancers,” “Cabaret,” and “Suzanna Jones.” He then
read the jazz and spiritual poems, “Wide River,” “Hard Daddy,” “At the Feet of Jesus,”
and “Judgment Day,” stopping in between each poem to interpret and ask questions. He
demonstrated how his views had been greatly expanded by relaying experiences of his
recent trip to France and Africa. He told those in attendance, “We may have more
money, know more, and get more amusement out of life, but I don’t believe we are any
more happy than those people in Africa.”84 He then read several poems inspired by his
travel: “Cross,” “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” and “A Mother Speaks to her Son.”85
Students at Tuskegee learned to appreciate art in all forms. This was in part the
reason students such as Ralph Ellison entered Tuskegee. Ellison joined Eneas, Allen,
Ritchie and dozens of other foreign students in the class of 1933. When Ellison arrived
on campus in late 1933, the student body included over twenty students from Africa, the
Caribbean, and South America. Ellison’s nickname for Eneas was “cocoa-nut head.”86
Ellison’s stay at Tuskegee was a labor of love. Before an early departure in 1937, Ellison
established personal relationships with Dawson and Morteza Drexel Sprague. Sprague, a
Howard graduate, was trained under two prominent black thinkers largely responsible for
the New Negro Movement, Alain Locke and Sterling Brown. Ellison struggled with
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Tuskegee’s bureaucracy and the lack of autonomy possessed by students. He found
artificial distances and ornate protocols obstructive to true student success.
Without a student government for representation, many students grew
disenchanted with the administration. Tuskegee was not the only Black college with
increasingly frustrated students. The New Negro Movement had finally reached the
Black College. Campuses around the country underwent radical changes spurred by
student protests. It was a difficult time for students. Between 1933 and 1937, Eneas also
underwent a major transformation. The tragic death of his brother woke him up to the
more serious side of life. He began taking a vested interest in his studies, took on more
responsibility, and joined extra-curricular activities. It was the class of 1933 that pushed
for radical institutional changes. They proposed numerous changes in administrative
affairs, although most requests went unheard. Recalling a visit to Tuskegee, Eneas
remembered a visit to the Dean of the School of Education, W. A. Clarke. He chided,
“Eneas! I’m somewhat disappointed in you: I thought that by now I would have heard
about your being thrown in jail in the Bahamas for trying to overthrow the
government.”87 In 1937, Eneas’s junior year, the same year Ellison left Tuskegee for
New York, Eneas led a major student movement on campus.
On many college campuses, students were rallying against administrations.88 The
biggest issue on Tuskegee’s campus was the desire for a student council. The
administration acquiesced. Eneas woke up the following morning as the school’s first

87

Zaki, Politics at Hampton Institute; Ra! Ra! 85.

88

Zaki, Politics at Hampton, 98; Robert Cohen, When the Old Left was Young: Student
Radicals and America’s First Mass Student Movement, 1929-1941 (Oxford University Press,
1997), 218.

248

student council president. His active participation in social life was just beginning. He
became President of the Institute Orchestra; Vice President of the N Y. K. Club;
Secretary of the Y. M. C. A. Treasurer of the Senior Class; News Editor of the Campus
Digest, President of the E. E. Just Biology Club, and a staff member of the Tuskegee
annual. Also, in 1937, Tuskegee changed its name from Tuskegee Normal and Industrial
Institute to Tuskegee Institute. That year the school offered its first Bachelors degree.
Weekly chapel and football games became important mediums for social
adjustment. Despite one’s religious convictions, chapel attendance was compulsory.
Suspension often awaited the student found skipping chapel. For students like Eneas and
other members of the band, orchestra, or choir, attendance was enforced to an even
greater extent. Chapel was the place were students heard speeches from prominent men
of the day. Chapel was where Garvey and Hughes had spoke; it was here where Eneas
had also heard the powerful voice of Marian Anderson. Chapel was where many students
heard the thunderous voice of Robert Moton outline expectations for what made a
Tuskegee man or woman. According to Eneas, “Here was where the starch was placed in
our backbones, imperceptibly to us, and where we showed off any talents that we might
have had to exhibit.” “Here” he continued, “was where the teachings that built pride of
race, moral turpitude, strength of character, and many more of the virtues that many of us
possess now were instilled.”89
Religious moments were experienced at Chapel.90 In 1932, Eneas was still
searching for spiritual enlightenment. He had a distant relationship with God. His first
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time hearing the choir in 1932, he experienced a “true sensation.” The choir sang
Nathaniel Dett’s arrangement of “Listen to the Lambs.” When Ella Mae Wright started
the solo, Eneas experienced a moment of clarity. He recalled, “The clarity of that voice
pealing out all of a sudden, accompanied by the harmonious humming of her colleagues
caused a young, unaccustomed mind to tremble.”91 Later that day Eneas wrote home to
his father informing him that he no longer had to worry about his journey to heaven, that
he had “heard the Angels sing.” The Reverend Harry Richardson also influenced Eneas’s
religious transformation. Rev. Richardson encouraged Eneas to attend weekly sessions
entitled “Discussion(s) on Religious Philosophy.” These informal sessions served as a
basis for Eneas’s doctrinal foundation.
Football also served as a medium for cultural exchange. In the Bahamas, Eneas
had grown to love cricket. When Eneas experienced his first football game in 1932, he
concluded, “the Americans were a bunch of softies, playing Rugby in a funny way.”92
He also found it strange all the clothing worn to protect players. He added, “Down where
I came from a fellow would dress for Rugby the same way he dresses for soccer; he
received his licks and took them like a man.”93 Eneas put aside biases against American
football and grew to love the game. Eneas could not however, shake the notion of
football as war from his mind. As the fall approached, he could not escape chatter (even
from his Bahamian roommates) of the coming football season. During Eneas’s
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enrollment (1932-1937) the Tuskegee football team never lost a home game.94 Eneas
grew to love football for several reasons. One of the reasons was Hall of Fame Coach
Cleve Abbott. Eneas declared, “I got to see how generals directed armies, and how men
were spurred onto victory or death by the activities of generals.”95 To Eneas, football
became a lesson in leadership.
From the time Eneas entered Tuskegee in 1932 to his departure in 1937, he was in
a constant state of metamorphosis: in part as a college student, in part because of social
and political influences, in part due to the mixing of cultural heritage. By the end of his
tenure, Eneas had become well imbued with the Tuskegee spirit. When commencement
rolled around in May and local visitors swarmed the campus, Eneas grew frustrated at the
way “those country people were besmirching our lawns.”96 Eneas was learning of class
differences. However, he separated himself from the “country bumpkins” desecrating the
campus. Eneas murmured, “Washington would be rolling over in his grave if he saw
how these people had violated the campus.” A classmate gave Eneas one more lesson
before graduation. This time it was in communal responsibility and uplift. Eneas’s
friend quietly assured him that Washington would be resting peacefully in his grave. He
informed Eneas that the annual commencement was his gift to the people of Macon
County and served as a source of inspiration. Eneas was humbled; it was a lesson in
community responsibility he would never forget.
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At Tuskegee, Eneas learned many things. He learned that college was more than
a building; it prepared one, more fully, to cope with his community, his environment, and
ultimately the future. For Eneas, nobody could define his education except for him. He
defined it against the backdrop of Washington’s educational philosophy. It was to train
young Black people to serve and develop any community in which they found
themselves, whether rich, poor, rural, urban, domestic, or foreign. For Eneas and his
peers, education was the first step in developing racial pride.
A special camaraderie was built among Blacks from the West Indies, Africa, the
South, and the North. When Morehouse debated Cambridge University in 1936, Eneas
and fellow classmates drove to Atlanta to offer moral support. Together, they were
restricted within an oppressed space, but it bound them together in spirit. They competed
against each other in sports and academia. Eneas, like many of his peers, was told by
British colonialism and American Jim Crow that he was not capable of achievement.
Tuskegee taught him otherwise. There, Eneas, like countless other foreign students, was
taught that he could aspire to become whatever he dreamed. Eneas graduated from
Tuskegee in 1937 with a Bachelors of Science degree. After completing Dental school at
Meharry Medical College in 1941, and after holding a five-year teaching stint at
Meharry, Eneas finally returned home to Bain Town in 1947, where he maintained a
successful practice as a dentist and worked as a community organizer.
Between 1915 and 1935 foreign students continued to enter and graduate from
Tuskegee. Many entered for the same reasons they did while Washington was in charge.
Although WWI temporarily interrupted foreign migration to the school, every other year
after the war’s end, foreign student enrollment remained consistent, with twelve to fifteen
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countries represented every year. These students were not insulated from radical
movements. Some idolized Garvey and respected the educational aims of Du Bois. New
academic departments emerged, bachelors’ degrees were awarded, and student political
organizations arose throughout campus. Foreign students often actively participated and
served in leadership capacities.
Foreign students accompanied their American born classmates, who traveled to
New York’s Rockefeller Center and Radio City. The diverse make-up of the student
body allowed for cultural transfer to actively take place. African speakers and lecturers
spread ideas of Pan-Africanism and African heritage; West Indians shared cultural forms
of music and artistic expression through material culture. Ultimately, these students
worked out their definitions of blackness while simultaneously receiving a higher
education— an education for life.
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